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OPINION

Invasion of the (Apple) Brain Snatchers
BY NICHOLAS LEZARD

By the time you read this, an 
excited world will have been 
exposed to the latest gewgaw to
come out of the Apple marketing
department. It is called … but why
waste everyone’s time by naming
it? You know what it’s called, and I
don’t give a flying one.

For I am one of those people who
does not feel the need to fetishize
the technological accessory. I do
not need a very expensive machine
which tells me where the nearest
restaurant is, or how to pick my
nose, or how to amuse myself by
playing with cartoon animals
while waiting for a bus, for I have
managed to live my whole life
without one so far. And I do not
feel an emptiness in my life that
can only be filled with the latest
toy devised by Steve Jobs.

If the people from Apple come in
their black helicopters to take me

away and drop me in the middle of
nowhere, then, yes, an application
(I am resisting the word “app,” not
only an unnecessary contraction,
but an attempt, e.g. of McDonald’s,
to assume ownership of the first
syllable of their corporation’s
name) telling me where I was
might come in
handy; but
whenever, out of
curiosity, I type
in my phone
number on my
children’s iPod
Touches to find
my where-
abouts, it 
invariably tells
me I am in
Crouch End.

(The point be-
ing that I am not.)

This is not Ludditery, or the 
disappointment of one who has
not been invited to a party 

everyone else is going to. This is
genuine bafflement. Since when
did people get like this, so 
pointlessly acquisitive? 

I remember at school being
deeply impressed by a peer’s new
flashy toy, but that was a while
back and I have since learned to

put away child-
ish things.

So we are now
approaching a
critical divide in
contemporary
Western 
humanity. 

Maybe we
have already
reached it: that
point where
there are those
who are light-

years ahead with their 
uptake of new technology, and
those too far behind to catch up,
but who seem to manage perfectly

well without. I still have the odd
friend who survives without a 
mobile phone.

While this makes them 
frustratingly unreachable at
times, it means that they still have
control over when and how they
can be reached. (I particularly
liked it when I was late for a 
rendezvous with one of them. He
wrote “in the pub” on the back of
an envelope and pushed it through
my letterbox. “I got your text,” I
said when I hooked up with him a
bit later. We survived).

It is as if everyone’s brains and
personalities have been sucked
out; and such intelligence as they
now possess resides only in their
gadgets. Apple has always been
keen to blur the distinction 
between one’s own imagination
and its products, and it would ap-
pear that a lot of people out there
have assimilated the propaganda.

I rest my case because 

propaganda only works when 
people stop thinking. One 
wonders how such people would
survive were they to be deprived of
these accessories. Remember the
agents by which humanity was 
reduced to mindless zombiedom
in Invasion of the Body Snatchers
came in the form of ... pods.

The Independent, London

Harper’s botch alerts a too-cosy Canada
OTTAWA ✦ It turns out even a
prime minister as controlling as
Stephen Harper is not above the
natural law of unintended 
consequences. For those who
haven’t read the bold print, that
steeped-in-irony statute states
interventions in complex systems
inevitably lead to surprising, often
unwelcome results.

Confident Canadians wouldn’t
notice or care, Harper tinkered
once too often with the intricate
mechanisms holding democracy
in precarious balance. By 
arbitrarily closing Parliament for
the second time in just 13 months,
he unwittingly drew unexpected
and unwanted attention to what
happens here when it is nominally
open.

That’s no mean feat. By and
large, and in rising numbers,
Canadians dozed while one prime
minister after another took for
themselves powers denied to 
predecessors by precedent, 
convention and political civility.

Conservatives defeated Liberals
in 2006 partly by promising to 
reverse that spiral. Harper cam-
paigned on accountability and in
office passed legislation that was a
good start, even if it predictably
fell well short of his commitments.

But early in his first mandate the
new prime minister made a 
revolutionary discovery: Govern-
ing secretly from the centre, the
Jean Chrétien practice that so 
appalled Harper in Opposition,
made common sense. Better still,
Conservatives found new ways
and means so dark and 
Machiavellian that Liberals were
left gawking in envious wonder.

Imagine a confidential manual
instructing chairs to manipulate,
obstruct and, when necessary,
sabotage committees. Imagine 
directly challenging the indepen-
dence and objectivity of the chief
electoral officer, sacking the 
nuclear safety watchdog for duti-
ful barking and then systematical-
ly choking counterparts probing
issues as diverse and seminal as

timely access to information,
complaints against the RCMP and
who knew what and when about
Afghanistan prisoner abuse. 

While all the buzz around here,
not much in that authoritarian 
behaviour disturbed the nation’s
cozy sleep. A record number of
voters stayed home even when
Harper shafted the spirit of his
own fixed-date law by forcing the
fall 2008 election.

Some indifference vanished
months later in
the Christmas
crisis that began
when the prime
minister lunged
at his 
opponents’
fundraising
throats, and
ended when he,
with an assist
from the Gover-
nor General, 
escaped defeat
by shuttering
Parliament.
More problematic and con-
tentious than the 
current closure, that procedural
abuse, along with the power grab
embedded in it, was partly masked
by the polarizing effect of the 

constitutionally sound yet 
politically foolish attempt to form
a Stéphane Dion-led coalition.

That mask has now fallen away,
exposing the bare face of self-
interest. Parliament is dark 
because the prime minister is tired
of being embarrassed by rivals
shining their little lights into
Afghanistan shadows.

Academics will spend years
studying how and why a tipping
point was reached. But it’s already

obvious the un-
intended 
consequence of
Harper’s repeat
gambit is 
Canadians are
making dotted
line 
connections 
between lesser
events and
greater threats.

Citizens
flocking to 
websites and
protests, 

potential voters taking points off
Conservative opinion-poll popu-
larity, and politicians offering
remedies are not primarily driven
by Afghans abusing Afghans or the 
arcane nuances of prorogation.

Instead, they are pushing back
against a prime minister who went
too far in going farther than 
Chrétien, Brian Mulroney or
Pierre Trudeau. 

Harper’s great unintentional gift
to Canadians is a wake-up call. 
Finally alert, their attention is the
political variable he didn’t 
calculate and now can’t control or
ignore.

James Travers writes on national
affairs. jtravers@thespec.com

The JFK-Obama-Messiah factor
“Ich bein ein Berliner.”

— John F. Kennedy, June 26, 1963,
to almost 500,000 West Berliners.

BY THOMAS FROESE

BERLIN ✦ I’m in this hip and 
legendary city to find out why
folks around here see John F.
Kennedy as God and Barack 
Obama his only begotten son. 

It’s a six-hour train trip through
snow-covered Europe, from 
Amsterdam where I’ve had other
business: an unplanned visit to
explore the Kennedy-Obama-
Messiah factor.

It was the respected German
weekly Der Spiegel that put 
Obama on its cover with the head-
line, The Messiah Factor. The 
paper labelled Obama — as so
many have — as the Black
Kennedy. Of course, there’s a 
German best-seller of that name. 

And, on the
culture scene, if
Berliners aren’t
visiting the
Obama mosh
pit, I’m told
some might play
Kennedy
speeches for
their children …
in utero.

I’m hoping to
find one telling
line, one fresh
truth. It’s an ongoing quest. Last
summer, I started in Obama’s
hometown, Chicago, that burly
city as big as any of the American
Dream.

“What do you think of Obama?”
I asked then. There was the Italian
taxi driver, the theatre student at
Grant Park, the crazy bag lady near
the Chicago Board of Trade, the
angry Republican waitress at the
Chicago Hilton pub, and the
bluesy sax player at the Sears 
Tower where they sell Obama 
candy bars, bobbleheads and life-

size cut-outs. 
Like a kid collecting more 

marbles, I now continue, first on
the train nearing Berlin. The 
travellers tell me about the usual:
the intelligence, charm and good
looks of both Kennedy and 
Obama; the starlet wives and
beautiful kids; the polished words.

At Berlin’s train station book-
store, the clerks tell me the Yes We
Can! 2010 Obama Calendar is a
huge seller. An Obama photo biog-
raphy is easy to spot. So is a 
German-language political affairs
journal with JFK on its front.

Later, at the Kennedy Museum,
near Berlin’s historic Brandenburg
Gate, I’m told they’ve just had a
show on the similarities between
Obama’s and Kennedy’s election
campaigns. And a family friend, a
museum curator who’s passionate
on politics and culture, talks to me
over goose and red wine about the

protocol of 
Obama’s 2008
visit, which at-
tracted 200,000
Berliners.

I find only
what is already
known. 
Germans, like
many Euro-
peans, have a
love-hate 
relationship
with America.

They chafe at U.S. imperialism.
Now, in a post-Bush era, they 
project onto Obama the same hope
they felt a generation ago with
Kennedy.

So I discover no new truth, no
fresh line on either man. But as a
native Berliner with my own feel-
ings, I find something else. This
city, after all, is not only my
hometown but the longtime rest-
ing place of my late mother and
the focal point of my family’s own
difficult history. So I find more
about who I am and, in a sense,

who we all are. Because when one
reflects on what Kennedy said that
summer day so long ago — that he
was “a Berliner” — one realizes
that he wasn’t talking only about
this city or its people in crisis. He
was talking about something 
larger. And simpler. 

Taking the 2,000-year-old 
Roman adage “civis Romans sum,”
Kennedy said he was, in fact, 
anything but some Messiah, but
rather just a man. A common man.
But a free man.

Four short words. In a language
not his own. A last-minute script

change. With botched grammar.
It’s a lasting line that has become a
touch-point of western culture
not because of JFK’s perfections or
divinity, but, in fact, because of his
flaws and mortality. We only 
distort our history and our leaders
and ourselves when we think 
otherwise.

I’m with my Tante Eva, my only
remaining relative in Berlin. We’re
looking at family photos, some a
century old, sepia-toned 
survivors of bombs and time.
There’s my Tante with my mother:
two innocent little girls on the

beach, so full of laugher and life. I
collect the moment like picking up
shells at the seaside.

“What do you think of Obama?”
I ask my Tante.

“Yah,” she pauses, thinks, and,
in broken English, says, “He’s a
good man.”

Hmm. Four more words. And,
when it comes to it, a fine epitaph.

Thomas Froese is a part-time
Hamiltonian and a journalist
based in Africa most of the year.
Contact him at
thomasfroese@thomasfroese.com.

In Berlin, both presidents had watershed moments, and both are revered
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A pictorial biography of U.S. President Barack Obama and a political journal showing John. F. Kennedy on a rack

at the Virgin bookstore at Berlin’s central train station, the Hauptbonhof.

Want to get into the debate?

Have Your Say on thespec.com

Yesterday’s question was:

Will you consider buying an Apple

iPad once they’re available here? 

Yes 26% 266 votes

No 74% 771 votes

HAVE YOUR SAY

JAMES TRAVERS

ANDREW DRESCHEL

... will return

Academics will spend
years studying how and
why a tipping point was

reached … the unintended
consequence of Harper’s

repeat gambit is that
Canadians are making

dotted line connections … 

It is as if everyone’s
brains and personalities

have been sucked out;
and such intelligence as
they now possess resides

only in their gadgets. 

Four short words. In a
language not his own. A

last-minute script
change. With botched

grammar. It’s a line that
has become a touch-

point of western culture.


