Graduation, Finally!
The education of the CA members started on the January 10 -11 weekend and continued through the following five weekends, up to and including March 20-21 2004 - half a semester, a trimester one may call it. The course was given thoroughly gratis - tuition, textbook, travel, lodging, meals, all provided free, a student’s wildest dream come true.  

Political Science Professors Ken Carty and Campbell Sharman carted (no pun intended) into the Vancouver downtown classroom loads of wisdom and infused it into the crania of the CA members. The course textbook was David Farrell’s Electoral Systems - a Comparative Introduction. There were guest lecturers as well, one being David Farrell, the author of the textbook, another being Elizabeth McLay who knows all about the recent changes to the electoral system of New Zealand. Dr. Blaney presided over all the six educational weekends cheering the class of 160 and purveying bits of irrefutable wisdom, such as the mind and a parachute work only when open. 

At the end of the course, the CA issued a preliminary Report. It is an interesting document and I will review it in Alcyone News sometime soon.

The CA managers brag that having processed the CA members through the CA School of Electoral Reform, have them well primed to listen attentively, with an open mind, to citizens who will address them at public hearings, already scheduled all over British Columbia. Split into subgroups, they will fan out into the Province to hear who will come forth to tell them in short verbal bursts, what "we the people" want our election system to be. Whatever we may tell them will jell into an overlay, a sprinkling, on top of the foundation built by Profs Carty and Sharman. Then, toward the end of the year AD 2004, the 160 CA members will regurgitate all they took in and consolidate it into a single question to be put to the voters, precisely as prescribed by Gordon Gibson, consultant on electoral reform to Premier Gordon Campbell.

Of interest is that the education given the CA members was very specialized. The curriculum was confined to a single aspect of electoral systems that of translating votes into parliamentary seats. Every other aspect of electoral systems was not merely ignored, but was taboo.

Carty and Sharman taught the CA members how votes are counted in other jurisdictions around the Globe, what is good and what is bad in each of them. They also lectured extensively on the likely effects on the overall governance of the society from each change to the vote-counting system the CA may consider. The CA members were thus given the "criteria" by which to evaluate each change to the way our votes translate into MLA seats that they may consider writing into the referendum question they are to concoct before year’s end.  Having read the CA course material I am left with a bitter aftertaste and this brings to mind kitchens and diners. I see the CA School of Electoral Reform as having a parallel to a Culinary Arts School teaching aspiring chefs something about spuds and beans but nothing about beef, truffles, poultry, lobster, salmon, oysters, artichokes, spices...

It is unreasonable to expect the graduates of CA School trained electoral chefs to cook an electoral culinary feast for us. Improving that old macaroni and cheese election diet with which we struggle to sustain our democracy, is what one may expect. If against all odds the CA manage to dish out better than macaroni and cheese, gratitude would be due to their inherent ingenuity and less to their education at the CA School of Electoral Reform.

It is not clear how this Translating Votes Into Seats 101 has prepared the CA members to be perceptive to what they will hear from us, the citizens, at the public hearings they will hold, starting May 3rd, 2004. To make things worse, most of us are not U-Profs and therefore we are handicapped at counter-arguing U-Profs, who are old hands at it. Not to mention that Carty and Sharman had six whole weekends to do their thing with the CA members, while we will have only a few short minutes to dislodge from their crania the stuff Carty and Sharman planted securely therein. For this we must do so as to replace it with our notions, if and when at variance. One suspects that it would be an uphill battle but we will try, inspired by the David and Goliath classic confrontation which never ceases to inspire enterprise against overwhelming odds. Hope springs eternal in English, Dum spiro spero. in Latin.

Please let me reiterate that I do not mean to imply that Carty and Sharman acted in less than good faith, however, Profs and Prophs (University Professors are "Prophets of the System") are often indistinguishable.

Education can do irreparable damage to the brain, especially to its creative faculties. This is demonstrated by the success of religion hierarchs training priests, armies training soldiers and political systems training "economists" and other "-ists". To gauge the enormity of the effects of such "education", look at the Dark Ages in Europe; look at the "Crusades", even the recent ones; look for an extreme manifestation of the last in the Cold War years, when Communist-Economists and Capitalist-Economists were labouring extensively and intensely, on their respective sides of the Iron Curtain, to sustain the perceptions that fueled the public hatred necessary to sustain the Cold War. "Education" rhymes all too well with "indoctrination".

No, I am not taking a jab at education. I have been through some of it myself, albeit not much of it appears to have stuck in my unreceptive mind, at least so my wife and children assert - but that is my problem and another story. Pertinent to our discussion is that the CA members were "educated" on how votes translate into Legislature seats and were appraised of the "good" and the "bad" points of each system, as seen by Conventional Political Science. I will illustrate "conventional science" with a personal experience.

Not all my education was in vain. For I learned something important, incidental to working on my doctoral thesis. At some stage in my work I stumbled upon a serious error that had infected the books on Fluid Mechanics, aerodynamics and Hydraulics, worldwide, from the Thirties to the Sixties, an error that had spread then better than the vilest of computer viruses would now. That error was made in the school of one no less than Ludwig Prandtl, a giant in the field, and was propagated by many of his illustrious students who dominated the world-wide fluid mechanics field for decades: Scientists like Theodore Von Karman, Herman Schlichting, von Misess ... Thereafter it was copied indiscriminately everywhere, enduring time well, because no author was as irreverent as to check out Prandtl and Von Karman. Such is the power of the Conventional Wisdom. This discovery became the centerpiece of my thesis as well as the cause of my lasting appreciation of the Socratean approach.

Educators are thought of as being purveyors of wisdom. Carty and Sharman, the CA educators who research the subject and transplanted their finds to the CA members’’ minds, focused on "how to translate votes into MLA seats" and most likely did a fine job of it. Indeed, that was what they were paid to do. But, in the process they drilled into the minds of the CA members certain notions, well established in Poli-Sci, yet pregnant with mischief for the CA enterprise and which, in turn, could be of serious consequences to the future of British Columbia.  

For example, Carty and Sharman fortified the notion that "government stability" is enormously beneficial to the good democratic governance of a society. For that reason they forewarned the CA members to look out for adverse effects on government stability on whatever change to the electoral system they may consider recommending.

There is no denying that "government stability" is a notion embedded in our conventional wisdom and showcased through schools and media as being a fountainhead of prosperity and well-being for the governed. Regrettably, government stability secured through a clever electoral system is almost as highly undesirable as any government stability, otherwise introduced and sustained. The pages of History are soaked in the blood of people who gave their lives to disrupt "government stability"...

Another example of potentially harmful "education" purveyed at the CA School of Electoral Reform, is the notion that political parties are part and parcel of democracy, that democracy cannot survive the eclipse of political parties. Sinatra would sing it as "parties and democracy go together like horse and carriage/ love and marriage" - The CA educators said society cannot survive the eclipse of political parties more than it can survive the eclipse of "utilities" such as the electricity purveying utility, cablevision, the Fire Department and the sewage disposal utility. The intent being, I presume, to boost affinity for political parties, to make the CA members, and the rest of us, revere the political parties and accordingly mindful to never expose them on harm’s way. Nonsense I say, with due respect.  

Of course notes like the ones at hand, are often studded with logicgems - they give them the sparkle that makes perusal less boring than otherwise. Here is a short sampling:

Weekend 3: Session 2: "Majority systems allow the governing or coalition to dominate parliament"

If that is not good and sufficient reason to outlaw such "Majority systems", I cannot imagine one....

Weekend 3: Session 3: "Plurality System Strengths: Regularly produces stable 1-party majority government able to act at will."

If that is not good and sufficient reason to outlaw "Plurality Systems", I cannot imagine one....

Weekend 2: Session 2: "But the parties are the instruments that free citizens ultimately have to use to control the government."

Oh No, please, it hurts too much...

I was quite amused by a power-point diagram the Profs used to demonstrate clearly that election "contestants" do all the campaigning but it is the voters who decide who of the "contestants" will get elected (Weekend 3: Session 1). It rivals the one I found in an engineering book: "Rivers flow downstream."

I may return with an article on the curriculum of the CA School of Advanced Electoral System, but enough for now. Please check it out, it is all displayed on the CA website.

It is unlikely that the Campbell Liberals want meaningful change to the electoral system, especially now, while they hold power and, one guesses, their disdain for reform of the system that brought them to power will likely persist till they are defeated. However, having made the Commitment to electoral reform, they have an interest in appearing to honour it, hence the CA. Moreover they may make hay by presenting the CA as being a manifestation of their dedication to democracy and their sterling credibility.

In my book Recall & Initiative - The Quest for Democracy in British Columbia, about to be re-issued, I chronicle the way politicians suppressed the over 80% strong Vox Populi expressed in the 1991 referendum. They did it cleverly by enacting the placebo Recall and Initiative Act, which, as Mr. Neufeld, the Chief Electoral Officer determined, has a 100% rate of failure, or 0% rate of success, in each and every year of the decade since its enactment, just as intended. The politicians ruined that one for us.

It is imperative that we do not ruin this new opportunity to democratize the electoral system of the Province. To the members of the CA I say: Stand proud to represent the People of British Columbia, do not let anyone shake your confidence in the unsurpassed horse-sense you may have; ask the politicians and their agents to explain to you and all some simple facts of the matter:

Ask them to tell you why they would not let you consider the infamous "influence bazaar" where politicians bid their loyalty for election funds.

Ask them to tell you why you must not consider separating Megabusiness from the State, as was done when the Church had come to dominate the state as megabusiness now dominates the state.

Ask the politicians to explain what good the best system of translating votes into seats may do while the system de facto forbids the election to the legislature of anyone who refuses subservience to Party Whips, to magabusiness or megalabour?

