Pop-up Politics : A Satirical Adventure Through An Interactive Book

Introduction
Several years ago, I was introduced to the
work of Gottlob Frege, and in particular, to
a paper titled ‘Sense and Reference’. In
one passage, he makes use of the idea of a
telescope to illustrate the relation of a perceiver to the object percieved. His point, as
far as I understand it, is that the context of
this relation determines meaning. The telescope, I suspect, is employed to illustrate
the idea of the context. I have to admit that
the simile has only puzzled me. Indeed, I
am not confident that I understand what
Frege was saying at all. However, even if
I have misunderstood him, what I walked
away with was a head full of thoughts about
the idea of context as central to our understanding of the world. From this sprang the
idea for the project of the pop-up sculpture.
Two thoughts followed: first, how it is that
we can describe socio-political phenomena
as if we were discussing distinct objects?
For example, we use the word Democracy
as if it were a particular thing with characteristics that excludes features seen in
other forms of political organisation, particularly less selubrious ones, such as a dictatorship, or a demagogy. And, secondly, how
is it that these objects, such as Democracy,

are always described in idealistic terms and
awarded positive values? My point here is
that it seems possible to play around with
the context in which we engage with these
ideas via the medium of the pop-up sculpture.
To do this I felt it necessary to reduce concepts to symbolic representations and you
will find that the cartoon characters depicted throughout the sculpture are meant
to represent layers of society, rather than
individuals. It also seemed appropriate to
this project to focus on the subject of the
relationship between a Republic and a
Monarchy. As indicated above, the distinction between these two forms rests largely
upon the way we describe the two political
systems. For example, one can say that a
Democratic Republic is in place in the United States, and yet, one could also describe
that same nation in feudal terms. That is,
the corporate world could be conceived as
a nobility, with the president as an absolute
monarch--or a monarch who acts in the
interests of his courtiers. Equally, one could
describe a Monarchy along the lines of a
Republic, with a monarch as President etc.
What interests me is that it is not obvious
that the exercise of power is qualitatively different in either a Republic or a Monarchy.

By way of a brief explanation of how to ‘read’ the
narrative, one must move through the sculpture
from left to right, as if it were a book. There are
three parts to the sculpture: 1) The Scroll housed
in the viewfinder; 2) The pop-up in the barrel of
the telescope; 3) The pop-ups housed in three
interchangeable end caps of the telescope.
First, the viewfinder is where one should begin,
and within it you will find a scroll that introduces
the reader to the ‘underlying theme’: an introduction to Machiavell’s tale about the origins of
socio-political culture and its Circle of Revolutions. The scroll also introduces the reader to
the main characters of the sculpture.
The second section is housed inside the barrel of the telescope and is to be understood as
‘The Event’: the transformation of a Monarchy
to a Republic. It depicts three key ideas of the
French Revolution: 1: The Oath of the Tennis
Court; 2: The Storming of the Bastille; 3: The
Beheading of the King and the consequences
of that act, such as the emergence of the Committee of Public Safety and the New King.

The Third section of the project is seen
through the telescope. There are three
interchangeable end caps of the scope and
when you peer through the eyepiece you
will see one of three ‘future possibilities’:
images that depict ideal states, based on
the structure of a constitution: a Judiciary,
Legislature and Executive.
One final comment about why the three sections are referred to as ‘Books’. Throughout
the 20th century, (visual) artists have used
the book as an artistic medium, exploring
both the form of the book, and the structure
of narrative. There have been radical reappraisals of the medium by artists such as
Dieter Roth, and other Fluxus artists, which
have shaped assumptions about the deconstruction of books, and more broadly, the
deconstruction of the art object. In much
the same way, this project sets out to explore the structure of narrative, and how one
can, by engaging with an interactive sculpture, alter the context in which one understands political phenomena.

Book One:
The Underlying Theme
The theme of the pop-up sculpture is based
on a narrative chosen from the beginning
of Machiavelli’s Discourses. The text reproduced on the scroll is his version of the
standard (Platonic) model of the origins of
socio-political culture. More specifically, it is a
schematisation of the nature of political power,
and the inter-relationship of three forms of
government: a Monarchy, an Aristocracy, and
a Republic. Machiavelli sees their emergence
and decline as inextricably tied to a cycle of
revolution. The philosophical problem that he
sets out to address in The Discourses is how
to avoid this cycle. How can a society be governed without inevitably moving through “the
cycle which all Republics are destined to run
through…the Circle of Revolutions.”
What is intriguing about Machiavelli’s narrative is how it frames ‘the problem’ of political organisation. The view here is that each
form of government in itself is defective
and therefore inevitably decays. This also
implies that the cycle of Revolutions determines each distinctive form of government.
However, this is open to question. It is not
obvious that one form of government excludes aspects of the others. For example,
one could describe a modern Republic as
an Aristocracy by noticing that say, the corporate world behaves like a nobility (or an
oligarchy), exercising their power through
and behind the throne of the president. Or

one could describe a President of a Republic as a king (or a tyrant), autonomous
and unaccountable, making decisions to
go to war say, without the support of ‘the
people’. The point here is that if we put
aside the idealistic stories we tell ourselves of the virtues of a democracy or a
monarchy and scrutinise our practice, we
see that this yields different perceptions
of how we are organised. What is intriguing is how we package, describe, or
picture these perceptions, and what we
choose to believe about ourselves.
There is another aspect to Machiavelli’s
thought which is inspiring, and that is
his realism, his gritty analysis of human
behaviour. His approach throughout The
Discourses is from the ground up, so
to speak. And, as you will see from his
opening narrative, he does not identify an
abstract notion of the good life, and then
build a case for how one might organise
to achieve an ideal. Instead, he is interested in first, analysing how power actually operates, and secondly, matching
that to his idea of effective governance.
With this in mind, the scroll is meant to
introduce the reader to the central characters and sub-themes of the sculpture.
You will find that the depictions of characters become more eclectic as one follows
the narrative through to the third part of
the sculpture. The intention is to capture
the idea of the differing circles of power
within the Circle of Revolutions.

Book two: The Event
This section is inspired by three key
events of the French Revolution and it is
meant to illustrate the transformation of a
Monarchy to a Republic. The three events
are 1) the Oath of the Tennis Court, 2)
the Storming of the Bastille and 3) the imprisonment and beheading of the King of
France in combination with the formation
of the Committee of Public Safety and the
emergence of a new King.
Within the French court, the Third Estate
was largely composed of middle class
men (mostly lawyers and merchants) who
in practice were excluded from the final
decisions of the Crown and yet they were
in fact the main financiers of the Crown’s
military exploits abroad. There is an interesting distinction to note between the
domains of power within a Monarchy: the
King is in the first instance autonomous.
He is a King by ‘divine right’. However,
as the head of the Monarchy, the King’s
power is either extended or curtailed
by the nobility. Equally, the courtiers
too were powerful in their own right but
required the King for their legitimacy.
Within the Court, the Third Estate represented the Crown’s subjects. However,
there was a tension between those who
advanced themselves as ‘representative’
of the people, and those who were ‘the
people’ i.e., the proletariat. That is, the
Third Estate claimed legitimacy for their
presence at court on behalf of the poor.
With regard to the event of the Oath, at
one stage the Third Estate was barred
from the Court, and having been cast out
onto the street they gathered in a disused
tennis court and vowed never to abandon
their objective of establishing a Republic
with the King accountable to the interests
of the ‘people’, rather than to ‘God alone’
or the Court. In short, it was a declaration of the intention of the Republicans to
subsume the power of the Monarch under
a Republican form of government.
The Storming of the Bastille is obviously
the most pertinent event of the French
Revolution and marks the swing in power

from the Monarch to the Republicans.
Oddly enough, the Bastille, as a symbol
of Monarchical oppression, was but an
empty symbol. That is, the Bastille was
not in fact full of unjustly condemned and
tortured prisoners. Instead, it housed a
few madmen, an aristocrat who would nip
in and out according to his whim and a
handful of thieves. But, what is interesting is that this did not alter the conception of the symbol, and it is ironic that the
mob vented its rage at what was essentially an empty idea. The ongoing frustration of the people, fuelled by their poverty
and the decadence of the Crown, did
indeed become the source of energy for
future violence against the Crown. It is
interesting to note that in the early stages
of the revolution, a symbol was employed
as part of the ‘war dance’.
The imprisonment of the King and the
frenzy of violence that followed his execution opened the way for of a new form
of oppressive governance known rather
chillingly as the Committee of Public
Safety. The Republican administrators
organised and policed a fanatical form
of political correctness. One had to ‘believe’ in the Republican state. Those who
thought otherwise, or ‘seemed’ to think
otherwise, were put to the guillotine. Out
of the mire of the Committee’s vehement
idealism issued a new ‘King’, or tyrant,
depending on one’s point of view. This
new hierarchy borrowed the effects of the
feudal order, and converted the middle
classes into power brokers.

Book three:
Three Future Possibilities

This section attempts to point up the tension
between our ideals of good governance, and
the reality of human behaviour by featuring
three common assumptions, or clichés. In
this sense, the three future possibilities are
meant to relate to the ideas first presented
in Book One, particularly to the emergence
and decay of each form of government, and
our human instincts that drive change. Each
scene not only refers to the triad of governments: a popular government, an aristocracy/
oligarchy and a monarchy/tyranny. Each
also refers to the structure of a democratic
government; a judiciary, a legislature and an
executive, and is titled accordingly.
The scene titled ‘the Judiciary’ is intended to
capture the idea of our faith in and devotion
to the notion of ‘the people’ as the caretakers
of a just society. And yet, what is interesting
about the dynamic of social organisation is
that ‘the people’, or even, the people’s representatives in government, can very easily
transmute into a mob. That is, if we scrutinise
social behaviour, it is not obvious that within
the administration of a Democratic state say,
one can wholly disentangle the mob mentality in decision making from ‘rational’ deliberation. In short, it is the implicit populism that
goes hand in hand with our cherished democratic system which disturbs.
The second scene is titled ‘the Legislature’
and refers to a cliche about women as nurturers. The assumption by some feminists is
that women, because of their biological role,
possess an inherent capacity for nurturing
mankind and therefore are ideally suited to
the role of political leadership. Surely, this is
an overstatement of the virtues of women,
and it leaves out a more complicated story
of the variation of female behaviour. Equally,
to advance the idea of nurturing as engendered is a distortion of what we know to be
the case. Many men are after all capable of
caring for others.
Another proposition advanced by feminists
is that power is conceived very differently
between genders. It is thought that women
tend to see power organised not hierarchi-

cally but laterally. That is, they tend to ignore
hierarchies and instead operate cooperatively, as the committee par excellence.
However, one may doubt whether this
form of organisation is any more rational
or just in practice.
The third scene refers to ‘the Executive’
layer of government. It takes its inspiration
from the cliché of the robot as an arbiter of
justice, commonly seen in comic books and
computer games. What is peculiar to this
genre is the belief that science and technology can eliminate human flaws. In particular, the comic book hypothesis frequently
conflates biological failings with moral failings, and further, treats them as eliminable
via science. Disease is not conceived of as
biological, but as intellectual. These fantasies clearly take their cue from the theological belief in moral perfection. However, they
are rather chilling in implication. What would
it be like to live in a world where morality is
somehow perfected? Where all thought is
curtailed in a technological paradise? The
aim of the Executive, as pictured here, was
to pick up on the peculiarity of the move
from extreme idealism to a flirtation with
Fascism on the one hand and, on the other
hand, the peculiarity of seeing some sort of
value in striving for moral perfection while
flirting with the (incoherent) conception of
human life as valuable only when devoid of
human failings.
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