Fly

on the wall …

A

nd so Fly once again had the
privilege, for a few weeks, of
participating in his game from the
referee’s seat. But this time, he went
nowhere near a court building. How
weird to be sitting robed, day in and
day out, in his study at home, hearing
cases, with the vacuum cleaner sounding
in the background (or the drone of the
generator during the finest hours of our
semi-public utility), and other familiar
tones of quotidian domesticity apparently
protesting that this was, somehow, just
too strange not to notice. And yet, it all
worked remarkably well, despite the
best efforts of the utility to turn it all into
some bizarre arcade game. Well enough
that Fly is now, back in the more familiar
role of player on the pitch, engaged in a
never-ending trial with some witnesses
several thousands of kilometres away,
and participants interacting from about
half a dozen different locations at once.
Yes, at times the technology fires off the
odd torpedo (especially when aided and
abetted by the dear utility), but, on the
whole, it works so well that, like countless
millions others on this globe, Fly catches
himself wondering why the efficacy of
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doing it this way more often did not
suggest itself before, without being the
product of a need to avoid killing others
or being killed by coming too near to, or
breathing on, each other.
If one leaves aside the several respects
in which remote access and CaseLines
cannot always cater for the needs and
vicissitudes of every forensic eventuality,
and forgets the challenges of rendering
the proceedings, and access to them,
public without entailing session-bombing
risks, there is a further question: Does
not our process, as part of our politics,
in some sense require real human
interaction in a ritualised setting of a
kind that simply cannot be adequately
replicated in two dimensions? When
one attends a play, the reality of three
dimensions and of human interaction is a
core part of the medium, worlds removed
from the two dimensions of the screen,
even if rendered live. And so it seems to
be also with some of the ritual we have
built into our process of rendering justice.
At some level, this process, at the heart of
the workings of our state, calls for people
– judge, litigant, counsel, public – to be in
the same physical space, interacting with

each other as much as with the mechanics
of the process. Precisely how much this is
so, or will remain so if it is, is impossible
to say. But it does seem as if the majesty of
the process ends up diminished in some
ineffable way, potentially to the detriment
of its political value, by flattening it all
and removing the participants from a
shared space.
For now, however, we can but marvel
at the extent to which we have managed,
and appear capable of continuing to
manage, to render this process adequately
without the shared physical space and
the nuances of three dimensions. At
the very least, it has proved to be a
fascinating experiment, and, if we close
our eyes to the misery that caused it,
quite an adventure too. What we have
learnt is amazing. How quickly too. We
adapt, our species, with prodigious, even
disconcerting, alacrity. This is how we
conquered the world, and also how and
why we seem to be destroying it with
alarming acceleration. We have evolved
to do, do, do, come what may. But we also
have a unique faculty to reflect. To stop
doing for a little while. And to appreciate
the extraordinary weirdness of it all. A

