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‘Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practise to deceive!’

Walter Scott






Chapter One AN INTRODUCTION TO POLITICAL LYING


‘It is of paramount importance that Ministers give accurate and truthful information to Parliament, correcting any inadvertent error at the earliest opportunity. Ministers who knowingly mislead Parliament will be expected to offer their resignation to the Prime Minister.’

MINISTERIAL CODE



You’re looking to hire a new member of staff. A candidate presents himself. He is charming, intelligent, amusing, well connected, with glowing references. But a check throws up uncomfortable facts. He was sacked from his first job after university for lying. He was sacked again, after a similar episode, later on in his career. Close inspection reveals that he has a history of deception, misrepresentation, false statements and serial fabrication.

You’d probably be more likely to call the police than hire this individual. And yet, on 12 December 2019, the British people elected Boris Johnson as prime minister.

In the first two chapters of this book I explain how this happened. This involves two tasks. The first is simple. I will use a mass of irrefutable evidence to prove that Johnson (and regrettably his most senior advisers and ministers as well) habitually lie, fabricate and misrepresent the facts. Such a weight of material is also a burden. Publishing it all would make this book too long. So I won’t expose every lie.

I will then examine Johnson’s methodology of deception. This means presenting some of the most vivid, shocking and powerful examples.

The second task is more complicated, but also more interesting. What led the British people to put a liar into Downing Street? And what made the Conservative Party, which has played such a famous role in British history, install him as leader?

The superficial answer is that he was lucky in his opponents, first in the Conservative leadership election and even more so in the general election of 2019. But for a full answer we need to look beyond Westminster and electoral politics.

It’s not long since Britain was famed for both public and private probity. Liars were shunned, in private and public life. Under Boris Johnson political deceit has become not just commonplace but automatic. His election as prime minister suggests that British people no longer care about the difference between fact and fiction, or truth and falsehood. What kind of a society have we become?

It’s unimaginable that a compulsive liar such as Johnson could have been chosen to lead the Conservative Party in a previous era, let alone elected prime minister. There was a time, before the emergence of political parties as we know them today, when it was normal for ministers to lie, cheat and bribe. In the eighteenth century, many of Britain’s most famous writers and journalists were paid by the government to apply their literary skills to undermine opponents. Meanwhile ministers made huge sums from corruption, vindicating Ambrose Bierce’s famous description of politics as ‘the conduct of public affairs for private advantage’.I Ministers did not want voters (or rival politicians) to know how government money was being spent. So there was limited accountability and often zero integrity in public administration.

In Chapter Three I will show how morality changed in public life. Our Victorian ancestors, many inspired by evangelical Christianity, erected a series of protections against deceit and corruption. It is fashionable to mock them today, but the Victorians brought high ideals into government which changed the way that Britain was ruled. They introduced accountability and integrity, in the process creating the modern British state.

The Victorian system, based on the rule of law and an honest, impartial civil service, lasted throughout the twentieth century. It made the great majority of Britons believe in the basic good faith of their governments, and therefore to accept the sacrifices necessary to fight two world wars. During this century lying to Parliament, or being caught out lying to Parliament, was one of the most serious sins any British politician could commit.

Ministers, human nature being what it is, continued to lie and cheat. But their misdemeanours were individual, not structural. Once caught out they were shamed and their careers destroyed. That explains why in twentieth-century Britain, political deception was typically committed by rogue individuals acting without the knowledge (and against the doctrines) of the institutions they served.

The first serious threat to this system came with the election of New Labour in 1997. Tony Blair and his ministers made a logical (and in some ways understandable) error.

The left has a tendency to believe that it is uniquely virtuous, and that this special virtue gives it a privileged relationship with the truth. In particular left-wing movements feel that in a venal world filled with vicious, unscrupulous right-wing enemies they are licensed to use falsehood to secure their political ends. That was especially true in the 1930s, when left-wingers were understandably desperate to stop fascism and Nazism. They manufactured any kind of propaganda which might achieve this and win them adherents and allies. The Comintern agent Willi Münzenberg (later an influence on Dominic Cummings) was a master of manufacturing this kind of propaganda, in which realities were selected, distorted or suppressed altogether, and more favourable ‘facts’ were invented.

This attitude survived in the left in the post-war world. The truth was important to them only insofar as it confirmed their view of the world or the needs of some particular ‘progressive’ cause. It was especially on show in the protests of the Vietnam War, when the need to turn people against the war led the left to mythologise the Viet Cong and the Communist tyrant Ho Chi Minh.

Tony Blair’s government was by no means alone in believing that it was allowed an exemption from the constraints of truth telling. But this belief led directly to calamity when New Labour peddled lies about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction in order to make the case for war against Iraq.

Blair’s three immediate successors as prime minister – Gordon Brown, David Cameron and Theresa May – were capable of being devious. But this made them part of the pattern of worldly twentieth-century prime ministers like Harold Wilson and John Major. They were not habitual liars, and all three were driven (like Wilson and Major before them) by a sense of public duty and integrity.

Standards of truth telling, I will prove, collapsed at the precise moment Boris Johnson and his associates entered 10 Downing Street in the early afternoon of 24 July 2019. Before this moment, those engaged in public life could join in the national conversation regardless of what political tradition they hailed from or which party they supported. Afterwards they couldn’t.

This is because, before July 2019, however strongly they disagreed with one another, there was a common standard of factual accuracy on which people of goodwill could agree. No longer. Truth – for nearly two centuries a powerful though sometimes muddy river running through the public domain – has been captured by the government and turned into a political weapon.

For centuries we have had an area of public discourse which belonged to everybody, a common ground where rival parties could coexist. Its extinction is a disaster. Political lying is a form of theft. It takes away people’s democratic rights. Voters cannot make fair judgements on the basis of falsehoods. Truth has been taken out of the public domain. It’s been privatised by the Johnson administration rather as Margaret Thatcher privatised water and electricity in the 1980s.

This means that lying, cupidity and lack of integrity have become essential qualities for ambitious ministers. Meanwhile public spirit, truth telling and scruple are an impediment to advancement. It has become all but impossible for an honest politician to survive, let alone flourish, in Boris Johnson’s government.

How did this happen? The media are a part – though only a part – of the explanation. Admittedly throughout their history British newspapers have disseminated many grotesque fabrications. But newspapers have also exposed the lies and venality of the rich and powerful. Indeed it has been part of their corporate myth, and their moral self-justification. But it was more than myth. For years and years, even popular and partisan publications prided themselves on being newspapers of record. They made efforts to verify what they were told.

In Chapter Seven I will show that when it came to Boris Johnson much of the press and media renounced that role. Britain’s mainstream reporters and editors collectively turned a blind eye to the lies, misrepresentations and falsehoods promoted by Johnson and his ministers.

This was worse than negligence. Senior journalists facilitated, disseminated and collaborated with Johnson’s lies. I will provide examples, name those responsible, cite some of the articles and expose the relationship with unnamed government ‘sources’. Doing so will make me enemies. But without this it would be impossible to achieve the moral purpose of this book.

A great deal of political journalism has become the putrid public face of a corrupt government. There is only one good reason to be a journalist: to tell the truth. We should not go into our trade to become passive mouthpieces of politicians and instruments of their power. Too much of the media and political class have merged. The unnatural amalgamation has converted truth into falsehood, while lies have become truth.

It is at this point that the comparison between Boris Johnson and Donald Trump becomes especially haunting. Again and again, Britain and the United States have been driven by the same global currents. In the 1940s Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt led the free world against fascist dictatorship. Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher fought a common battle against Soviet tyranny. Two decades later Bill Clinton’s New Democrats and Tony Blair’s New Labour rebranded the left to create a softer capitalism on each side of the Atlantic.

Johnson and Trump find themselves joining in a common crusade against liberal democracy, and using lies and falsehood to fight their battles. They both believe that popular support (‘the will of the people’) gives them the legitimacy to take on elected chambers, the rule of law, the civil service, and also the political parties they lead.

This brings me on to the second theme of this book. Why should anyone care? Many voters shrug their shoulders. They make the cynical but false assumption that ‘all politicians are the same’. This suits the cheats and liars because it means they escape invidious and damaging comparisons with the honest women and men who still populate the public stage.

Treating all politicians as liars is a gift to the ones who are. It induces cynicism and political apathy, on which they thrive. It licenses the destruction of the honour and integrity of British politics, a collapse that habitual liars such as Johnson are delighted to exploit. Cynicism lazily lumps virtuous public servants with charlatans, equates lies and truth, and makes political discourse meaningless. It denies voters even the possibility of seeking honest government at the ballot box.

But cynicism is not just lazy. It is dangerous. If history teaches one lesson it is this: we cannot enjoy freedom without truth, just as we cannot speak truth without freedom. And if we want to keep our freedoms, we can’t let liars and cheats get away with it. This is because the liberal democracy we take for granted depends on a public domain with shared facts and assumptions upon which people of goodwill can agree. Once that public domain is ruined, truth ceases to be a point of communal reference. Instead it divides us. It becomes what power says it is. Those who doubt this should bear in mind what life is like in countries where power is concentrated in the hands of one individual or party and where there are no meaningful legal or democratic protections.

In Xi Jinping’s China or Putin’s Russia it’s a crime not to lie. Criticism of the ruler is forbidden. Public conversation is reduced to a nightmare system of false statements and coded language where one word out of place can mean abduction, torture or death. Such regimes kill and torture truth tellers. Saudi Arabia sent a death squad to Istanbul where it murdered and then dismembered my magnificent former colleague Jamal Khashoggi,II a journalist whose only offence was to make uncomfortable observations about the ruling family.

In Britain we have long prided ourselves that we do things differently. The law courts, Parliament, an impartial civil service and free press are part of a constitutional arrangement which for two centuries has prevented liars, charlatans, cheats and fascists from gaining power.

But we are in the process of abandoning the institutional protections that in the past have saved us from dictatorship. The Johnson government is set on a sustained, poisonous and calculated assault on these institutions. It’s time we started to wonder why the Johnson administration finds the rule of law so disagreeable, and non-partisan civil service and parliamentary democracy an impediment to efficient government. Like a majority of the British people I voted for Brexit, but I did not vote for any of the above.

The Johnson government is convinced that after Brexit it has a special legitimacy sanctioned by the referendum vote. This means destroying the constitutional safeguards whose function is to protect British citizens from arbitrary rule. It also means turning on the civil service, whose core values of ‘integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality’III are no longer viewed as fit for purpose. So I devote a section to Johnson’s campaign against the Cabinet secretary, Sir Mark Sedwill. As the most senior civil service post in Whitehall, the Cabinet secretary institutionally embodies the British values of impartiality, discretion, integrity, institutional conservatism. Those qualities are incompatible with the partisan method which Boris Johnson has imposed after becoming prime minister in July 2019.

A note on sources: books about lying, deception and falsehood in public life require especial care to be honest, transparent and fair. Every fact and assertion has therefore been backed up by a detailed footnote. These footnotes point to sources of information which can be checked by the reader. Many political journalists make use of private (and therefore uncheckable) sources. This practice is open to abuse, as I show in this book, and I make no use of such sources.

It is an especially serious matter to accuse someone of lying. This is because it involves such a damning and final judgement about character. Proven liars can never be trusted. Someone who lies once will lie again.

By contrast it is normal to make inadvertent false statements from time to time, out of a misunderstanding, ignorance or simply in the heat of the moment. Most of us have at some time used hyperbole or exaggerated language, or said something unfair about another person. Errors like these are forgivable, and can be forgotten once we have apologised and corrected the record.

This distinction means that it’s important to define what we mean by a lie. The first test of a lie is that its user intends it to be believed. A lie may be uttered in the full knowledge that it is false or with complete indifference to its veracity (or as lawyers say, recklessness as to the truth). In either case it can contain an actual falsehood – but not always. It may for example involve a series of truthful statements but omit a piece of the jigsaw without which everything else is misleading (suppressio veri). Or it may place a series of individually true statements in such a relationship as to induce a false inference from them (suggestio falsi).

Above all, any kind of lie must also be intended to deceive. This judgement of motive makes the use of the term ‘lie’ especially hard. It involves looking into the workings of someone’s mind and making a judgement. Ultimately only God can do that.

Take the case of Tony Blair. Blair continues to assert to this day that he never lied to the British people about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction ahead of the 2003 Iraq War. He accepts that he passed on false information about Saddam’s weaponry in order to make the case for war. But he insists that he did this in good faith because he genuinely believed it was true.IV

No one can ever challenge Blair about this until the day he goes on the public record and states that he knew that what he was saying at the time was nonsense. And he’s unlikely to do that. Ultimately Blair is in the same position as the Kastom people in Vanuatu, who believe that Prince Philip is a divine being.V The Kastom people may well be mistaken, but it is unfair to challenge their good faith.

Unfortunately for Boris Johnson the Blair/Vanuatu defence does not work for him. Take his notorious ‘inverted pyramid of piffle’ denial that he was having an affair with a colleague at The Spectator magazine.VI Here Johnson was not simply making a statement that contained a falsehood. He knew that the statement he was making was false.

Or take the claim repeatedly made by Johnson and senior colleagues during the 2019 general election that the government was building forty new hospitals (an episode I deal with in the next chapter). It’s logical, though admittedly far-fetched, to claim in the prime minister’s defence that when he first made the claim he genuinely believed that his government was building forty hospitals even though the true number was (at most) six. But the prime minister’s statement was rubbished by fact checkers, and he was asked about it by sceptical interviewers. He was surrounded by advisers in a position to put him right. Yet the prime minister went on repeating the claim about forty hospitals as the general election drew near. It’s unreasonable to assume that Boris Johnson (along with Health Secretary Matt Hancock, who also made the claim) was suffering from a mental delusion.

Johnson and Hancock were lying, pure and simple, and I will say so in terms. Johnson has uttered many such lies. In the chapters which follow I shall analyse his methods, hold him to account, and spell out the consequences for all of us of his nightmare epistemological universe.




Chapter Two THE 2019 ELECTION: ONE LIE AFTER ANOTHER


‘Well, they should be made to go on their knees through the chamber of the House of Commons, scourging themselves with copies of their offending documents which claim to prove one thing and actually prove something quite different.’

BORIS JOHNSON WHEN ASKED ON 6 DECEMBER 2019 HOW POLITICIANS WHO LIE TO THE PUBLIC SHOULD BE PUNISHED



It’s Friday lunchtime and the prime minister is on the election trail in Oldham. He’s live on Sky News, speaking to supporters in front of the Tory battle bus. During a ten-minute speech, viewers learn that he is building forty new hospitals. It sounds a hugely impressive election pledge.

Actually it’s a lie which the prime minister has already repeated often during the campaign, and would go on to repeat on many more occasions. At best the government has only allocated money for six hospitals.I The prime minister tells viewers that ‘20,000 more police are operating on our streets to fight crime and bring crime down’.II This statement is also misleading. Recruitment will take place over three years and even if it happens will do no more than replace the drop in police numbers since the Conservatives came to power in 2010.III

Boris Johnson then focuses on Jeremy Corbyn’s ‘plans to wreck the economy with a £1.2 trillion spending plan’. At this stage of the campaign, Labour’s manifesto has not been published, let alone costed. Johnson’s £1.2 trillion was a fabrication.IV

The prime minister goes on to say that the Labour leader ‘thinks home ownership is a bad idea and is opposed to it’. I have been unable to find evidence of Corbyn expressing this view. Perhaps Johnson is referring to a floated policy that would give ‘right to buy’ to private tenants.V The idea, which was only ever supposed to target the wealthiest landlords, was dropped and did not appear in the party’s manifesto.VI Johnson states that Jeremy Corbyn had made a speech calling for the abolition of British armed forces.VII A lie.

At the end of his speech the Sky News presenter, Samantha Washington, does not challenge or correct any of Johnson’s false statements. This inertia was a typical example of the media letting Johnson get away unchallenged with lies, falsehoods and fabrication.

I have been a political reporter for almost three decades and cut my teeth covering the 1992 general election won by John Major. I have never encountered a senior British politician who lies and fabricates so regularly, so shamelessly and so systematically as Boris Johnson. Or gets away with his deceit with such ease. Some of the election lies were tiny, but demonstrated that he would lie about anything at all. During a visit to a hospital he told doctors that he’d given up drink,VIII when only the previous day he’d been filmed sipping whisky on a visit to a distillery.IX And he sipped beer on film the day after in a pub.X

Interviewed by the Sunday Times, Johnson suggested that romance would bloom across the nation after Brexit was done, and added: ‘There was a [baby boom] after the Olympics, as I prophesied in a speech in 2012. It was quite amazing. There was a big baby boom.’XI I checked. There was no baby boom after the Olympics. In 2012, the year of the Olympics, there were 730,000 births in England and Wales. In 2013, the number was 699,000. The year-on-year fall of over 4 per cent was actually the greatest in thirty-eight years.XII

He lied about the NHS throughout the election. Johnson’s claim about forty new hospitals was part of a pattern. The prime minister told activists that the Tories were building a new hospital in the marginal seat of Canterbury.XIII False – and cynical.XIV He misled local voters with the assurance that ‘we will certainly make sure that the A&E in Telford is kept open’.XV

A trip to Whipps Cross hospital in east London generated one of Johnson’s strangest lies. A man whose child was a patient at the hospital confronted the prime minister in a corridor in front of television cameras. ‘The NHS has been destroyed,’ the man said. ‘And now you come here for a press opportunity.’XVI

As the cameras rolled, Johnson replied: ‘Well, actually, there’s no press here.’XVII The man, Omar Salem, was incredulous.XVIII ‘What do you mean there’s no press here?’ he said, pointing at the cameras. ‘Who are these people?’XIX

Johnson and his ministers repeatedly stated that plans for the NHS included ‘the biggest increase in funding in living memory’,XX a figure of £34 billion. This was an especially disreputable lie because Tory ministers went on telling it even though it was disproved by experts. They pointed out that to compare Johnson’s NHS funding pledge to past spending on the NHS requires taking account of inflation, which causes the value of the pound to fall year by year. Adjusted for inflation, the £34 billion comes down to £20.5 billion.XXI Not even close to the £24 billion a year spent on average by the Labour government up to 2009.XXII

Johnson lied systematically about political opponents. One of the targets was Nicola Sturgeon.XXIII But the main attack was on the Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn. Not content with falsely asserting that Corbyn wanted to dismantle the armed forces, Johnson went on the Andrew Marr show to claim the Labour leader had ‘said he would disband MI5’.XXIV Marr did not demur, but to be sure I looked at the Labour manifesto. It contained no mention of MI5 but did pledge to ‘ensure closer counter terrorism co-ordination between the police and the security services, combining neighbourhood expertise with international intelligence’.XXV Corbyn has never said he would disband M15.XXVI Another lie.

The Conservative Party (though not Johnson himself, so far as I can tell) also claimed that Jeremy Corbyn had a ‘plan for unlimited and uncontrolled immigration’XXVII if he won the election. The due diligence website Fact Check judged that the claim was based on ‘extreme assumptions’ which were ‘not credible’.XXVIII

Boris Johnson said that Corbyn ‘would whack corporation tax up to the highest in Europe’.XXIX Not true. Labour had said it would raise the main rate of corporation tax to 26 per cent. This would not be anything like the highest in Europe. At the time of Johnson’s claim, the rate of corporation tax in France was 31 per cent, and in Belgium the rate was 29 per cent.XXX Johnson claimed meanwhile that corporation tax in Britain was ‘already the lowest in Europe’. This was also false.XXXI Separately, he said that Corbyn would appease the SNP by holding a Scottish referendum in 2020 even though only two days earlier Corbyn had ruled out such a referendum.XXXII

One of Johnson’s lies was especially shameful. He said Corbyn’s Labour ‘point their fingers at individuals with a relish and a vindictiveness not seen since Stalin persecuted the kulaks’.XXXIII Stalin did much more than point his fingers at individuals. In December 1929 he announced a policy intended to liquidate an entire class of millions of people: the kulaks. Kulak was the pejorative Communist term for anyone in rural areas of the Soviet Union with a higher-than-average income through ownership of land, livestock and other assets, or simply better farming methods than their neighbours.

Stalin’s policy divided kulaks into three classes: those to be immediately shot or jailed, those to be deported to Siberia or other remote regions, and those to be evicted from their farms and used as local slave labour. The policy generated unintended mass famine as well as the regime’s selective starvation. This was hidden from Western media and visitors, often with their collusion. The full total of avoidable premature deaths from Stalin’s policy is probably in the tens of millions.XXXIV

Jeremy Corbyn did not threaten anyone with imprisonment, starvation or execution. At most, he intended to reduce Britain’s billionaires to the status of multi-millionaires by taxation. To compare this to the persecution of the kulaks was to trash history and language, and insult all of Stalin’s victims.

Johnson’s inflammatory falsehood was emblazoned in large bold type over the front page of the Daily Telegraph. This is one of many examples of mainstream media complicity in amplifying Johnson’s lies and falsehoods, a subject I will return to at length in Chapter Seven.




MORE LYING ABOUT RUSSIA

Russia haunted the general election. In late 2017 Parliament’s Intelligence and Security Committee (ISC) had launched an investigation into allegations of Russian interference into British politics.XXXV This issue was especially embarrassing for the Conservatives because of reports that a number of wealthy business people with links to Vladimir Putin had given generously to the Tory party, as well as allegations of Russian interference in the 2016 Brexit referendum.XXXVI

The fifty-page report was completed by March 2019. It then went through the usual vetting and clearance with Whitehall and the intelligence agencies. The first stage involves fact checking. In the second stage, the committee and the intelligence services agree on redactions in the interest of national security. In the third stage, outstanding disagreements between the committee and the intelligence services are settled at a senior level. After all three stages were complete, the report was submitted to the prime minister on 17 October. There is no written protocol about the length of time the prime minister has to take to agree publication after receiving the final report, but the convention is that this takes ten working days.XXXVII

More than two weeks later, Michael Gove went on the Today programme. Asked about the delay in publication, he insisted: ‘It’s going through appropriate procedures, I think it’s been lodged with No. 10 and it will be published in due course.’XXXVIII But the ISC report had already gone through all the ‘appropriate procedures’. It was being held up by the prime minister.

On BBC Breakfast the same day, Gove tried out another explanation: ‘This is no different from the standard procedure, as I understand it, that occurs with these select committee reports.’XXXIX As a senior Cabinet minister, Gove was in a position to know that the ‘standard procedure’ was not being followed by Downing Street.

More than a week later, Rishi Sunak, then Treasury chief secretary (and now chancellor of the Exchequer), appeared on Good Morning Britain. He said: ‘The nature of these reports is that they do contain sensitive information, which is why they need to go through an appropriate period of vetting to make sure that they are safe to then be released. That’s what’s happened here.’XL Sunak was not being straight with breakfast TV. By the time the report was submitted to Boris Johnson, it had already gone through the long period of due diligence with the intelligence services to ensure it was accurate and did not compromise national security.

Rishi Sunak’s conduct highlights one of the unhappy consequences of having a liar as prime minister. Sunak, a young politician on the rise, was obliged to substantiate Boris Johnson’s lies.XLI To contradict the official line would mean leaving the government.

Two weeks later, Boris Johnson was asked about the delayed report on an election edition of Question Time. He said: ‘I see no reason to interfere with the normal timetable for these things.’XLII Johnson was lying to the Question Time audience and viewers. By refusing to publish the report, it was the prime minister himself who had failed to conform with the normal timetable for publishing ISC reports. He knew he was lying because as prime minister he was responsible for the decision not to publish.XLIII




BREXIT LIES

The prime minister’s biggest lies involved Brexit. He repeatedly insisted that there would be no customs checks or controls for goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland. This was an issue of exceptional gravity for any prime minister because border checks between Britain and Northern Ireland would compromise the integrity of the United Kingdom itself.

However, border checks became inevitable after Johnson struck his revised deal with Europe in October 2019. This left no ambiguity. Brexit Secretary Stephen Barclay informed Parliament in October that paperwork would be required for goods sent from Northern Ireland to Great Britain.XLIV The Treasury noted that ‘at a minimum, exit summary declarations will be required when goods are exported from NI to GB’.XLV The government’s own impact assessment on the withdrawal agreement stated: ‘Goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland will be required to complete both import declarations and Entry Summary (ENS) Declarations because the UK will be applying the EU’s UCC (Union Custom Code) in Northern Ireland. This will result in additional administrative costs to businesses.’XLVI

Boris Johnson, who had overseen negotiations and personally signed off the deal, knew all this. Yet he repeatedly stated the opposite. In Parliament on 22 October he said: ‘There will be no checks between Great Britain and Northern Ireland.’XLVII This bare-faced lie in all its moral squalor remains on the Commons order paper. Launching the Tory election campaign outside Downing Street two weeks later he told the nation: ‘We can leave the EU as one UK, whole and entire and perfect as promised.’ This from a prime minister who had told the Democratic Unionist Party conference the previous year that checks and customs controls between Great Britain and Northern Ireland would damage the ‘fabric of the Union’.XLVIII

The lies continued. As the election approached, the prime minister told a pre-election press conference in Kent that ‘there will be no checks on goods going from GB to NI and NI to GB because we are going to come out of the EU whole and entire. That was the objective we secured’.XLIX When Andrew Marr asked Johnson whether there would be tariffs and checks on goods moving from Northern Ireland into Great Britain after Brexit, the prime minister replied: ‘Absolutely not.’ When Marr put to Johnson that his own Brexit secretary, Stephen Barclay, had said there would be checks, Johnson insisted: ‘There will be no tariffs and no checks.’L

During a TV debate with Jeremy Corbyn, moderator Julie Etchingham noted that Boris Johnson’s deal would create ‘a trade border down the Irish Sea’.LI The prime minister replied: ‘Not at all. Northern Ireland is part of the customs territory of the UK.’ Johnson was correct to say Northern Ireland is part of the customs territory of the UK. But his deal with Europe agreed that Northern Ireland would continue to follow many EU rules on food and manufactured goods, unlike the rest of the UK.

The prime minister’s false and misleading statements about Northern Ireland were only part of the story. Johnson repeatedly claimed that Britain’s continued membership of the EU costs an extra £1 billion a month.LII That too was false.LIII

When reporter Michael Crick put to Johnson that he had led a referendum campaign which exploited fears about immigration from Turkey, Johnson replied: ‘I didn’t say anything about Turkey in the referendum campaign. I didn’t say a thing about Turkey.’ Pressed again, he added: ‘I didn’t make any remarks about Turkey, mate.’LIV Yet a week before the referendum in June 2016, Johnson wrote in a joint letter with his Vote Leave colleagues Michael Gove and Gisela Stuart: ‘The only way to avoid having common borders with Turkey is to Vote Leave.’LV

The 2019 general election was held on the eve of Brexit, the most momentous event in post-war British history. Yet Johnson’s Brexit fabrications were not held up to serious inspection by the media at any stage.




DELIBERATE AND SYSTEMATIC DECEIT

It is sometimes said that British politicians can be divided into vicars and bookmakers and voters prefer the latter.LVI Johnson falls into the bookmaker class. Voters enjoy his good humour and low tricks. They let him get away with anything. He charms them and it feels innocent fun. One reason why Boris Johnson gets away with lying is that so many voters like him.LVII

Yet most of Johnson’s general election lies were not innocent. They were part of a deliberate and carefully calculated strategy of deception. As the general election got under way, the Conservative Research Department (CRD) prepared an election campaign political brief as a guide for candidates with attack lines and policy guidance in public meetings and door-to-door canvassing.LVIII The CRD document contained a series of false claims, including many of those relentlessly used by Boris Johnson during the election: the forty new hospitals;LIX record spending rise on the NHS;LX Corbyn’s £1.2 trillion in extra spending;LXI Labour’s ‘uncontrolled and unrestricted immigration’ policy;LXII and others.LXIII

The Conservative Party adopted the same strategy of deliberately spreading lies and falsehoods on social media. The Conservatives launched an advertising blitz on Facebook between 1 and 4 December as the general election approached, running nearly 7,000 advertisements targeted at swing voters and marginal constituencies.LXIV Of these, no less than 88 per cent had already been criticised or denounced as misleading by independent fact-checking organisations.LXV

Indeed, the Tory Party social media strategy was generally dishonest. For example, it deliberately doctored footage of the shadow Brexit secretary, Sir Keir Starmer (today Labour leader), to make it look as if he was at a loss for words when asked by Piers Morgan about Labour’s Brexit position.LXVI In fact, Starmer had answered the question immediately, confidently and fluently.LXVII The Conservative Party appeared to have edited the footage by taking a segment in which Starmer was listening to a question and inserting it after Morgan’s question. The video was a deliberate attempt to mislead voters.LXVIII

A comparable moment occurred during the ITV leadership debate on 19 November when the official Conservative press office Twitter account changed its name to @factcheckUK.LXIX Under its new, apparently non-partisan title, it stated that claims made by Johnson were true and claims made by Corbyn were false. Here again Boris Johnson’s Conservative Party was deliberately deceiving voters by presenting party propaganda as independently verified facts. Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab defended the Tory Party’s fake Twitter account by saying that ‘no one gives a toss about the social media cut and thrust’.LXX

This remark was an obvious lie. Social media was at the heart of Tory Party general election strategy. Figures from the Electoral Commission reveal that the Conservatives spent £2.1 million on Facebook advertising alone during the 2017 election campaign.LXXI In comparison, Labour spent £577,000. In the 2019 election, the Conservatives spent over a million pounds on Facebook advertisements and a further £1.76 million on Google advertisements, plus more than £100,000 for a single advert at the top of YouTube’s homepage in the final days of the campaign.LXXII The sums spent show that the Conservative Party cares very much about the social media cut and thrust.

There is irrefutable evidence that Conservative Party lies and distortions in the 2019 election were cynical, systematic and prepared in advance. Johnson’s Conservatives deliberately set out to lie and to cheat their way to victory. The strategy triumphed.




Chapter Three THE TRIUMPH OF POLITICAL LYING


‘The Catholic and the Communist are alike in assuming that an opponent cannot be both honest and intelligent.’

GEORGE ORWELL



Twenty years ago, I met John Profumo when we both spoke at a charity event. He was a softly spoken, slightly built, understated man who carried himself with dignity and distinction. This struck me because all I knew about Profumo was that he had been at the heart of Britain’s most notorious political scandal of the post-war era.

When he died not long afterwards, I studied his obituaries. As an MP he had been part of the May 1940 Conservative Party revolt that destroyed Neville Chamberlain and established Winston Churchill in 10 Downing Street.I In fact, he was the last survivor of the Conservative MPs who saved their country. The following day the chief whip, David Margesson, took him aside: ‘I can tell you this, you utterly contemptible little shit. On every morning that you wake up for the rest of your life you will be ashamed of what you did last night.’II

John Profumo went on to serve throughout the Second World War, was mentioned in dispatches during the fighting in north Africa and was awarded an OBE in 1944 ‘in recognition of gallant and distinguished service in Italy’ as a staff officer.III After the war he rose steadily and had reached the rank of war secretary when calamity struck. Profumo embarked on an affair with Christine Keeler, a 19-year-old model who, unluckily for him, was also involved with the Soviet navy attaché, Yevgeny Ivanov.IV

The matter was raised on the floor of the Commons. Profumo denied any ‘impropriety’,V but resigned when this turned out to be false. He retired and devoted himself to charity work. Thirty years later, Margaret Thatcher invited him to her 70th birthday dinner, where he was placed on the right hand of the Queen.VI Profumo was the paradoxical embodiment of a governing system where integrity counted. Misleading the Commons was regarded with special horror.

Erskine May, the authoritative procedural manual for Parliament, still warns members not to do this, in Paragraph 15.27, which reads:


The Commons may treat the making of a deliberately misleading statement as a contempt. In 1963, the House resolved that in making a personal statement which contained words which they later admitted not to be true, a former Member had been guilty of a grave contempt.

In 2006, the Committee on Standards and Privileges concluded that a Minister who had inadvertently given a factually inaccurate answer in oral evidence to a select committee had not committed a contempt, but should have ensured that the transcript was corrected. The Committee recommended that they should apologise to the House for the error.VII



Meanwhile the Ministerial Code insists: ‘It is of paramount importance that Ministers give accurate and truthful information to Parliament, correcting any inadvertent error at the earliest opportunity. Ministers who knowingly mislead Parliament will be expected to offer their resignation to the Prime Minister.’VIII

But Erskine May and the Ministerial Code are now ignored. Ministers (including the prime minister) lie and cheat with impunity. Their falsehoods remain contemptuously uncorrected on the official Hansard record. That is why I felt compelled to write this book: to attempt to explain the destruction and collapse of the twentieth-century code of public integrity.

It had survived for several decades after Profumo’s departure. Prime ministers were often accused by political opponents of dishonesty. But these allegations were rhetorical, very rarely substantiated, and often hypocritical.

It is also important to understand that the rule against lying did not always apply. It was always recognised that there were exceptions. As a reporter for the London Evening Standard in March 1994, I was dispatched to hear the Conservative minister William Waldegrave give evidence to the Treasury and Civil Service Committee. I heard him tell MPs that ‘in exceptional circumstances, it is necessary to say something that is untrue to the House of Commons. The House of Commons understands that and accepts that.’

I dashed out of the committee room, charged upstairs, picked up the phone to the news desk and filed. My story made the splash in later editions, and dominated Fleet Street’s front pages the following day, creating a short-lived sensation. Waldegrave’s comments (or an inaccurate version of them) even made it into a dictionary of quotations.IX I felt a bit guilty about this. In the uproar, Waldegrave was held up as at worst a scoundrel, at best a naïve fool. In fact, he was one of the most scrupulous politicians, not just of the modern but of any era. It was agonised honesty and not cynical depravity that led him to make his statement that ministers were sometimes (in very rare and constrained circumstances) entitled to lie. If anybody was guilty of lying, it was Waldegrave’s critics.

Lord Waldegrave describes this incident in his autobiography (he calls me ‘clever if erratic’, which was half right) and sticks by his guns: ‘Truth telling is a moral imperative, but it may clash with some other moral imperative; so, just occasionally, it might be wrong to tell the truth.’ He also recalls that in the aftermath of the controversy he received a letter. It came from ‘an old gentleman who had been serving on a battleship as a young rating in early 1940 when Churchill had come aboard as First Lord of the Admiralty. Put in a group to question the great man, he had nervously asked, “Is everything you tell us true?” The answer, he alleged, was: “Young man, I have told many lies for my country, and will tell many more.” ’X

Lies are often (though not always) justified in wartime. Few would dispute the necessity for the elaborate deception operation overseen by Churchill to fool German high command ahead of the D-Day landings in 1944. They are also occasionally acceptable in peacetime. The example cited by Waldegrave involved Jim Callaghan, who in the autumn of 1967 is held to have ruled out the devaluation of sterling he knew to be imminent because he wished to avoid a run on sterling, which would have cost the Bank of England a fortune.




TONY BLAIR’S LIES

Nevertheless, when Callaghan became prime minister he cared about integrity. Contrary to claims made by opponents, so did his successors Margaret Thatcher and John Major.

This changed with Tony Blair. When he became prime minister in 1997, he brought with him into 10 Downing Street a dislike of candour and a structural preference for deceit that remained a hallmark of his leadership until he left office ten years later.XI This dishonesty defined his relationship with the Labour Party, with the British people and with Whitehall. Eventually Blair used a lie, Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction, as the pretext to drag Britain to war with Iraq.XII As time went on, he began to occupy a parallel reality. Even thirteen years after the Iraq invasion, the former British prime minister continued to insist that he was right to order the invasion of Iraq, telling a press conference in 2016: ‘I believe we made the right decision and the world is better and safer.’XIII

As with Boris Johnson, Blair’s lies to Parliament remain uncorrected on the Hansard record, in defiance of the Ministerial Code.XIV I was a political reporter throughout the Blair premiership and raised the question of New Labour deceit with many of his aides and ministers. They told me the same thing: Labour had been in opposition for eighteen years before the election victory of 1997. They felt (with good reason) that a venal Tory-supporting press had distorted, misrepresented and often lied about Labour policy. So Blair and his advisers felt there was no way that Labour would win power, let alone retain it, if it relied on telling the truth.

They also told me Labour believed that it was virtuous and sought power not for itself but in order to serve the British people. This gave the party, so Blair loyalists believed, a plausible moral justification for telling the lies that were needed to keep it in power. In this it followed the example of Tony Blair’s friend and political hero Bill Clinton. Interestingly, Clinton too was scarred by rough media handling in the early 1980s, during his first term as governor of Arkansas, which ended in electoral defeat. Clinton returned to power determined never to lose it again. He learnt (and later taught Blair) the art of ‘triangulation’, being politically equidistant from all bodies of opinion on any controversial topic. This in turn led him to construct a constantly moving narrative of his positions and policies, and their outcomes, one sometimes untethered by objective reality. Clinton’s methods worked. He stayed in power, became a good governor of his state, gained national attention and, of course, became a superlatively persuasive challenger for the presidency.XV

Both Clinton and Blair sincerely believed that they were fighting for good causes in their political careers, and that this overrode their obligation to tell the whole truth on any issue. I do not doubt the sincerity of Tony Blair and some (though probably not all) of his supporters. However, the belief that Blair and New Labour had a special dispensation to ignore the truth in a noble purpose gave a licence to any successor to do the same out of pure self-interest. Tony Blair paved the way for Boris Johnson, who has created a new epistemological universe.

By the time the Blair premiership ended in 2007, I had got in the habit of keeping a file of political lies. My file shows that Blair’s successors Gordon Brown, David Cameron and Theresa May were capable of subterfuge, though not remotely on the scale of Tony Blair. All three prime ministers were driven by a sense of duty, and keenly aware of the difference between truth and falsehood.

Not so Boris Johnson. As a liar he cannot be compared to Tony Blair. He has never needed a noble justification for lying. He lies habitually, with impunity, and without conscience. This puts his dishonesty into the same category as Donald Trump’s. Although far below Trump’s in scale and stridency, it is epic by British standards.




THE LIES AND FALSEHOODS OF TRUMP AND JOHNSON

Superficially the US president and the British prime minister could hardly be less alike: a classically educated Old Etonian and a brash New York property developer. Yet the gulf isn’t as great as it seems. Both men are noted for making outlandish claims which have little or no connection with reality. They are licensed to enjoy irregular private lives which would ruin conventional politicians. Though both members of the financial, social and political elite, they lead populist movements.

They lie in many of the same ways. Bill Clinton and Tony Blair thought their lies were justified because they were in a good cause. That’s not true of Boris Johnson and Donald Trump. They lie with humour and relish. They invent damaging falsehoods about political opponents, whether it be Johnson’s unsupported assertion that Jeremy Corbyn wanted to dismantle the British armed forces or Trump’s repeated claim that Barack Obama was born in Kenya.XVI Johnson does his best to preserve a cheery, benign image by getting others to spread lies and smears about his opponents while keeping his own hands clean (a technique I will explore more deeply in Chapter Seven), while Trump enjoys doing the dirty work himself.

They’ve reached the top despite the profound distrust of colleagues, sinister connections on the far right, a record of racism and long records of cheating and fabrication which had become apparent well before they reached the highest office. Both are lazy. Neither bothers with detail. Both flourish in a world of illusion and made-up facts. Johnson’s dishonesty, though marked, is not as flagrant as Trump’s. He is Trump’s genteel country cousin, able to sugar-coat his lies with the legacy of an expensive classical education.

Above all, Johnson and Trump turned themselves into popular entertainers who possess the irreplaceable art of arresting the attention of voters. In the next two chapters I will compare the lies and falsehoods of the former United States president and the British prime minister.




Chapter Four BRITAIN’S FIRST GONZO PRIME MINISTER


‘One believes in them as one believes in characters in a soap: one accepts the invitation to half believe in them.’

BERNARD WILLIAMS



Twenty-five years ago, the Cambridge philosopher Bernard Williams wrote a prophetic essay about the emergence of an arresting new public discourse. Williams noted that political leaders


certainly appear before the public and make claims about the world and each other. However, the way in which these people are presented, particularly if they are prominent, creates to a remarkable degree an impression that they are in fact characters in a soap opera being played by people of the same name.

They are called by their first names or have the same kind of jokey nicknames as soap opera characters. The same broadly sketched personalities, the same dispositions to triumphs and humiliations, which are schematically related to the doings of the other characters. When they reappear, they give off the same impression of remembering only just in time to carry on from where they left off and they equally disappear into the script of the past after something else more interesting has come up. It would not be right to say that when one takes the view of these people that is offered in the media, one does not believe in them. One believes in them as one believes in characters in a soap: one accepts the invitation to half believe in them.I



Williams, writing in 1996, was describing the precise environment which fostered Boris Johnson and Donald Trump.

The Cambridge philosopher had made his early reputation bringing back morality to the study of moral philosophy, which had become an arid and technical subject in the post-war era. His final substantial work attacked the prevalent notion in the academic world that there was no such thing as truth.II Williams’s concern with morality enabled him to understand, at an early stage, that fact was mutating into fiction and vice versa.

Political correspondents were much slower to comprehend this change, let alone its consequences, which is why we have been such useless guides to the great upheavals of recent years: above all, the rise of Trump and the Brexit vote. There was little hope for conventional politicians like Jeremy Hunt (the candidate beaten by Johnson in the struggle for the Tory leadership) or Hillary Clinton in the United States.

Johnson and Trump had stumbled on a new way of doing politics. They intuitively understood how to put into practice the insight which Williams had worked out in his ivory tower twenty years before: ‘The status of politics as represented in the media is ambiguous between entertainment and the transmission of discoverable truth.’ The rules had changed.




THE EARLY CAREER OF BORIS JOHNSON

Johnson was twenty-three when he was first sacked for lying.III This early setback stemmed from the discovery of the ruins of a fourteenth-century palace built by Edward II on the banks of the Thames. Johnson, a trainee on The Times, was instructed to write about it. He rang up his godfather, the Oxford academic Colin Lucas. Lucas was quoted in Johnson’s article saying that while at the palace Edward had ‘enjoyed a reign of dissolution with his catamite’.IV

As so often with Johnson, the facts did not support his claims. The palace on the Thames was not built until 1325, while King Edward’s alleged catamite (Piers Gaveston) had been beheaded thirteen years earlier. Incidentally, a catamite refers to a boy kept by an older man: Gaveston and Edward were the same age. Boris Johnson had fabricated the Lucas quote. Johnson then made matters worse: ‘I wrote a further story saying that the mystery had deepened about the date of the castle.’V Johnson’s editor, Charles Wilson, had backed his reporter after the first story. The second time he sacked him. It is worth noting the nature of the story, a distant piece of history, interesting but with no present political or other significance. But The Times then still prided itself on being a journal of record and Johnson had to go.

The future British prime minister crossed the street to the Daily Telegraph, which quickly made him Brussels correspondent, normally a dead-end appointment in a city notorious for dull, bureaucratic stories. Johnson made his reputation. He stumbled upon a new form of journalism which thirty years later would become famous as fake news. He reported that the EU wanted to ban prawn cocktail crisps.VI He filed a sensational story on plans to blow up the Berlaymont building, headquarters of the European Commission.VII The Berlaymont still stands today, three decades later, and prawn cocktail crisps are still available for sale.

Johnson told Telegraph readers that the Berlaymont was to be replaced by a ‘kilometre-high skyscraper topped by a communications mast’.VIII It wasn’t. That Brussels harboured plans to monitor smelly European farmyards,IX to standardise coffin sizes.X None of these plans, if they existed in the first place, ever came to fruition.

Johnson told Telegraph readers that Brussels posed a threat to British pink sausages.XI That it wanted to standardise condom sizes because Italians had smaller penises (in fact the EU was concerned about the safety of condoms, not their size, and the work had been carried out by the European Committee for Standardization, which is not even part of the EU).XII That ‘the European Commission wants to count every field and farm animal under a Domesday Book-style survey aimed at preventing fraud following fundamental reform of the Common Agricultural Policy’.XIII

These stories typically contained a grain of truth, but were in essence fabrications. Martin Fletcher, who worked as Brussels correspondent for The Times (a rival paper), later listed many of them on the Tortoise news website. He noted a common theme because they ‘invariably portrayed “Brussels” as a den of conspirators determined to create a European superstate which would destroy Britain’s sovereignty, traditions and way of life’.XIV Fletcher also wrote that ‘they helped ignite the simmering euro-scepticism of the Conservative right. They also set the tone for much of the rest of British journalism, which found Johnson’s cartoon caricature of Brussels much more appealing than the real thing’.XV

Conrad Black, then the proprietor of the Telegraph, agrees. As Johnson prepared to enter Downing Street in the summer of 2019, Black wrote a generous defence of Johnson in The Spectator, arguing that he ‘was such an effective correspondent for us in Brussels that he greatly influenced British opinion on this country’s relations with Europe’.XVI

If Black is correct, Johnson’s juvenile journalism from the early 1990s should be credited with creating a new genre which over time led to the national mood of ridicule and suspicion towards Europe which played a part in the Brexit vote a quarter of a century later – and thus Johnson’s premiership. Not everyone liked the joke. When Johnson left Brussels, the Times reporter James Landale adapted Hilaire Belloc’s ‘Matilda’: ‘Boris told such dreadful lies / It made one gasp and stretch one’s eyes.’XVII

Johnson was sacked for lying for a second time in 2004. By then he was simultaneously editor of The Spectator, Tory MP for Henley (having falsely assured Black that he would never become an MP while Spectator editorXVIII) and a shadow minister. Amid this confusion of roles, Johnson was confronted with tabloid allegations that he was in an affair with a colleague, which he described as ‘complete balderdash’ and ‘an inverted pyramid of piffle’.XIX Tory leader Michael Howard sacked Johnson,XX causing The Guardian to announce ‘an end to an unlikely but uniquely engaging political career’.XXI

The Guardian’s verdict, while understandable, was premature. Fifteen years later Boris Johnson, who’d been sacked for lying both by The Times and by the Tory Party, became prime minister. He had been elected by a majority of Tory MPs – and was powerfully endorsed by The Times.XXII




JOHNSON’S DEBT TO HUNTER S. THOMPSON

The transgressive discourse I explored in the paragraphs above can be traced to the so-called New Journalism of the 1960s and 1970s, in which writers such as Truman Capote, Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe deliberately blurred the boundaries between reporting and fiction. The New Journalism was especially stimulated by the ‘gonzo journalism’ of Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1972), which was written entirely in the first person and highlighted interior experience to the exclusion of everything else.

In theory an account of a convention in Las Vegas, it focused on the adventures of a drug-crazed reporter sent to cover it. Mailer’s Miami and the Siege of Chicago (1968) is an earlier and more brilliant example. This writer-foregrounding reportage works because these writers were better stylists than their followers. They were also in their way writing truthfully about their responses to events, while making these subjective responses the story rather than the events.

Furthermore, Fear and Loathing had a moral premise of sorts: the conference and American society were themselves so crazy that they made sense only to a hallucinating observer. Thompson wrote that ‘fiction is a bridge to the truth that the mechanics of journalism can’t reach’, adding that ‘you have to add up the facts in your own fuzzy way’.XXIII Their techniques were copied, though without conviction, in Britain. In the 1980s, one famous journalist would attend party conferences where, colleagues recall, they would establish themselves with large quantities of drugs and alcohol in their hotel room to watch the coverage on television, thus foregrounding the experience of the reporter and converting politics into background.XXIV

It was Boris Johnson who possessed the confidence and creative genius to inject gonzo journalism into mainstream British political reporting. He landed in Brussels thirty years ago in the same spirit as Hunter S. Thompson in Las Vegas, though without the drugs. At the heart of his reporting was Thompson’s insight that fiction and fact could merge.

By some margin the most brilliant political journalist of his generation, with a talent that at times crossed over the line to genius, Johnson infuriated rivals but created a new school of reporting. He reinvented political language and discourse, rustling up new phrases in the same way that a Michelin-starred chef produces dishes, and in the process changed the nature not just of journalism but in due course of British public life. Johnson was capable within a few paragraphs of invoking P. G. Wodehouse, Greek tragedy, a sophisticated take on the latest ideas on public sector reform and a crude sexual joke. But at the heart of his reporting work was a repudiation of the ethics that until then had defined journalist values at Westminster: fairness, accuracy, scruple, scepticism, fact checking.

Johnson’s achievement cannot be explained simply in terms of journalistic fashion. In his famous essay on politics and the English language, George Orwell observed that ‘the decline of a language must ultimately have political and economic causes: it is not due simply to the bad influence of this or that individual writer’.XXV The solipsism which lay at the heart of Johnson’s prose was a consequence of a social and economic shift that transformed Britain over the last fifty years. In the aftermath of the Second World War, identities were collective: regiment; trade union; community; church; country; family; political party. The most admired qualities were duty, courage, self-sacrifice – all of which required individuals to submerge their personalities in the interests of an institution or the nation.

Johnson abandoned all of these for a narcissism that mocked the style of straightforward, sober, serious, self-effacing politics of the post-war era. He turned his back on the public domain and the ideas of duty, honour and obligation that defined it. For him, politics was a personal story which saw the evolution of Britain’s first gonzo political journalist into our first gonzo prime minister. The parallels with Donald Trump are instructive.




BORIS JOHNSON’S AND DONALD TRUMP’S RISE TO POWER: A COMPARISON

During Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign, he made much of his career as a real estate tycoon and hotel magnate.XXVI He told how he started in business with a $1 million loan from his father and turned it into a $10 billion fortune before moving into politics.XXVII

The truth was more complicated. Trump actually inherited tens of millions from his father, who also bailed him out when he got into trouble.XXVIII The idea that he made $10 billion during a business career which started in 1968 when he went to work at his father Fred’s real estate development company, E. Trump & Son, and ended in multiple bankruptcies in the 1990s is almost certain to be false.XXIX



Trump himself, in one of the moments of candour which at times makes it possible to like him, was straightforward about this talent for stretching the truth in his best-selling book, The Art of the Deal. He hailed a quality which he called ‘truthful hyperbole’ which, said Trump, ‘plays to people’s fantasies’.XXX Trump calls this technique of selling real estate ‘an innocent form of exaggeration’.

In the early years of the twenty-first century Donald Trump was in financial trouble, and in 2004 Trump Hotels and Casinos filed for bankruptcy.XXXI His redemption came thanks to The Apprentice, a reality TV show in which he played the role of a powerful chief executive while contestants competed to work at the Trump Corporation. At the end of each episode, Trump disposed of contestants by pointing a finger at the loser with the trademark catchphrase: ‘You’re fired.’ The show enabled him to present himself to a national audience as a successful businessman, even though some banks had pulled the plug on him.

It is reasonable to assert that it was his reincarnation as a reality TV star, not that dubious fortune in real estate, which gave Trump the launching pad to make a run for the White House. Like Johnson, he was an exotic creation of celebrity media culture. Like so many other celebrities, he invited his audience lose themselves in a fantasy world created by him, in which he alone defined success and failure, truth and falsehood.

Britain and America carried out a joint experiment. Truth-twisting techniques drawn from show business, which proved stunningly successful in marketing political campaigns, are now becoming part of government. In the next chapter I will examine how Donald Trump and Boris Johnson have performed once in power rather than on the campaign trail, starting with their handling of coronavirus. The coronavirus pandemic is the most tragic example of why techniques drawn from show business, though they can be an effective campaigning tool, do not work in government.




Chapter Five THE CANDOUR OF ANGELA MERKEL


‘The pandemic cannot be fought with lies and disinformation, and neither can it be with hatred and agitation. Fact-denying populism is being shown its limits. In a democracy, facts and transparency are needed.’

ANGELA MERKEL, EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, BRUSSELS, 8 JULY 2020



In the last chapter I examined the talent of Boris Johnson and Donald Trump as gifted popular entertainers who had transferred to politics. Neither the prime minister nor the president possessed the moral seriousness to cope with a public health catastrophe like coronavirus. Neither leader was able to find the right language to talk about a disease which claimed the lives of tens of thousands of their fellow citizens. Indeed, both men were slow to grasp that a problem existed at all. As a result they were too late to take action. When people started to die in large numbers, both the US president and the British prime minister responded with lies and fabrications.

Donald Trump’s conduct was grotesque. At least Boris Johnson did not refer to coronavirus as a ‘hoax’,I invite people to inject themselves with bleachII or promote an anti-malarial drug which increased risk of death when used to treat coronavirus patients.III But Johnson and his ministers certainly did systematically mislead voters, repeatedly boast about imaginary achievements, and exploit the Tory government’s phalanx of press support to shift the blame,IV rather than owning up to errors which cost the lives of thousands.

Most of the lies, falsehoods and misleading statements made by Johnson and his ministers about coronavirus are not included in this chapter. There are too many to deal with. They involved all aspects of the government response, from bogus schemes procuring protective equipment to dishonest support of Johnson’s adviser Dominic Cummings after he flouted lockdown rules. Almost every day produced new examples, and I hope to publish them all separately.V For the time being I will concentrate on the culture of deceit and exaggeration at the top of the British and American governments as coronavirus raged.




EARLY RESPONSES TO THE PANDEMIC

Barely a month before the pandemic started, Johns Hopkins University published a study of global readiness to deal with health emergencies, for example speed of response and how well health services would ‘treat the sick and protect health workers’.VI The report could not have been more timely. The academicsVII ranked 195 nations according to their ability to cope. Their study warned that ‘no country is fully prepared for epidemics or pandemics, and every country has important gaps to address’. It went on to rank the United States and the United Kingdom as the two countries in the best position to handle a pandemic.

There were good reasons to think those judgements were sensible. The United States and Britain are advanced nations with decent infrastructure, famed scientific expertise and financial muscle. Britain has a famous National Health Service which is available to all citizens. Yet the Johns Hopkins experts were wrong in their predictions. Britain and the United States have been two of the worst-performing countries in the world.

By October, more than 32 million people had been infected, with a million dead.VIII Almost 42,000 of these deaths (around 4 per cent of the total) were British.IX Britain’s excess death tally per capita was the highest in Europe.X It suffered more deaths than any European country and had the third highest mortality rate per head.

The US was the worst-hit nation with close to 200,000 deaths and a mortality rate just lower than Britain’s. It was said by experts at the start of the crisis that governments had to choose between inflicting damage on the economy or saving lives. In fact, Johnson’s Britain and Trump’s America performed dreadfully on both fronts. Not only was Britain one of the worst nations for deaths per head, it also suffered a far worse recession than the US or the Eurozone – its GDP was shown to have fallen more than 20 per cent between April and June.XI

This demands explanation. It was not just that the experts failed to foresee the disasters in the UK and the US. They also failed to predict that other countries – for example New Zealand, South Korea and Germany, ranked fourteenth to Britain’s second – would perform far better.

At the heart of Johns Hopkins’s miscalculation was a failure to take into account political leadership.XII Speaking to the European Parliament as Germany took over the presidency of the European Commission in July 2020, German chancellor Angela Merkel told MEPs: ‘The pandemic can’t be fought with lies and disinformation, and neither can it be with hatred and agitation. Fact-denying populism is being shown its limits. In a democracy, facts and transparency are needed.’XIII

By July it was becoming obvious that Merkel’s Germany had emerged in better shape from the coronavirus pandemic than Trump’s America and Johnson’s United Kingdom. There are many reasons for this, and it is too soon to reach anything like the definitive answer. Many different factors applied, from demography to proximity to transport hubs (which may explain why cities such as New York and London fared especially badly, and why eastern Europe escaped better than western Europe). But it is certainly not premature to note the difference between the careful response of leaders like Angela Merkel in Germany, Moon Jae-in in South Korea and Jacinda Ardern in New Zealand, and the response of Donald Trump and Boris Johnson.XIV




ANGELA MERKEL AND BORIS JOHNSON: A STUDY IN CONTRAST

Perhaps New Zealand, with its small, isolated population in a remote part of the world, counts as a special case. The same cannot be said of Germany, which was confronted with its first cases of the pandemic at almost exactly the same time as Britain. Both countries considered themselves to be relatively well prepared,XV and both at first underestimated the danger. Germany, with a population slightly larger than Britain,XVI ended up (at the time of writing) with better outcomes.

Right from the start, Germany took the World Health Organization (WHO) advice, issued on 23 January, that the world should prepare ‘for containment, including active surveillance, early detection, isolation and case management, contact tracing and prevention of onward spread’.XVII Germany was lucky. Even before the WHO concluded that coronavirus could be transmitted from one human to another, German scientists had created a reliable test which detected the virus.XVIII

By contrast, the UK was slow to start testing. At the start of the pandemic, the UK did attempt to trace early cases. However, this did not continue beyond 12 March, when Boris Johnson announced that anyone with symptoms must stay at home for seven days.XIX As the Royal Society of Medicine’s Gabriel Scally later said: ‘Abandoning testing gave the virus the green light to spread uncontrollably.’XX The decision to abandon contact tracing was in defiance of guidance from the WHO.

Prime Minister Johnson failed for a long time to grasp the significance of the crisis. He was not paying attention. During the early weeks, when the crucial decisions were being made, Johnson retreated to the country for a ‘working holiday’.XXI A Sunday Times article highlighted that Johnson ‘skipped five Cobra meetings on the virus’ and did not attend one until 2 March, five weeks after the first took place.XXII As late as 5 March, Johnson said: ‘As far as possible, it should be business as usual for the overwhelming majority of people in this country.’XXIII This last remark was made five weeks after the WHO had announced that Covid-19 was a public health emergency of international concern and six days before it declared it a pandemic.XXIV By this stage, schools were being closed in parts of Germany.XXV

With Germany (and most of Europe) locking down, Johnson was effectively in denial. Though advised not to shake hands, he boasted he ‘shook hands with everybody’ on a visit to a hospital.XXVI In mid-March the UK allowed the Cheltenham Festival, with crowds of around 150,000, to go ahead.XXVII A week earlier, Johnson attended a Six Nations rugby match at Twickenham.XXVIII

This sense of personal impunity probably explains why Johnson (along with some of his ministers and officials) fell ill with the disease. From the end of March until the middle of April, the prime minister was either self-isolating in Downing Street or in hospital in intensive care.XXIX By the time he had re-emerged, it was clear for everyone to see that the British government had made serious errors in the early handling of the virus. This phase of the crisis brings me to the second area of contrast between Johnson and Merkel. With events moving against them, Johnson and his ministers resorted to a series of falsehoods.




WHY MANY FEWER GERMANS DIED

Throughout the coronavirus crisis, Angela Merkel was straight with the German people. She was calm, pragmatic and open. The writer Saskia Miller interviewed Axel Radlach Pries, from the Berlin Institute of Health, about Merkel’s leadership during the crisis. Her account is thought-provoking:


When I spoke with him, Pries stressed the significance of receiving honest communication from the highest levels of leadership during the outbreak. Merkel has relied heavily, and very publicly, on the expertise of a handful of experts, including the now famous Christian Drosten,XXX the head of virology at the Charité hospital in Berlin. From the perspective of the public, Pries said, the chancellor and the virologist ‘are very trustworthy’. People know ‘that what they get from both Drosten and Angela Merkel are real and very well-considered facts’ and that the two also ‘share information about what they don’t know’. Because they are ‘honest with respect to their information’, he said, that information is seen as credible. This honesty, at a time of widespread disinformation, Pries told me, was playing a big role in persuading Germans largely to continue to follow the rules and maintain, even now, ‘a very calm situation in Germany’.XXXI



Miller carried out this interview with Pries in mid-April. By now, the signs were that Germany was coming through the pandemic relatively well. On 17 April, authorities announced that the pandemic was under control.XXXII They had suffered 3,868 deaths out of an 84 million population, compared to Britain’s 14,576 from 67 million.XXXIII It is excruciating and a matter of deep national embarrassment to compare Angela Merkel’s good sense with never-ending iterations of bombast, exaggeration and falsehood from Boris Johnson once he had returned to work towards the end of April.



Johnson claimed from the steps of Downing Street that ‘I know there will be many people looking at our apparent success’.XXXIV This was bizarre. Britain’s death toll had already reached 20,000. Just over a week later, on 5 May, the UK became the nation with the highest number of deaths in Europe and the second globally, behind the US.XXXV

At this point the government entered the realm of fantasy. On 1 May Johnson and his health secretary claimed that Britain had met its target of 100,000 daily coronavirus tests.XXXVI This was a fabrication.XXXVII For weeks that followed, Johnson and his ministerial team would continue to make false claims about Britain’s record on testing.XXXVIII



The issue got so bad that Chris Hopson, chief executive of NHS Providers – the membership organisation for all of England’s 217 ambulance, community, hospital and mental health trusts – told Johnson to stop the rhetoric. On 7 June, Hopson said: ‘The real concern is that we don’t have that same degree of trust, because we’re not having the kind of honest and open debates that we need. We seem to be resorting to kind of fairly cheap political rhetoric about stuff being world-class, when it clearly isn’t.’XXXIX

Again and again experts contradicted Johnson’s and Hancock’s claims. The chair of the UK Statistics Authority, Sir David Norgrove, wrote a withering letter to the health secretary saying: ‘The aim seems to be to show the largest possible number of tests, even at the expense of understanding.’ He added: ‘It is not surprising that, given their inadequacy, data on testing are so widely criticised and often mistrusted.’XL

Throughout the crisis, government ministers insisted that the UK’s response had been without fault. A mantra developed: government had ‘taken the right steps at the right time’. Matt Hancock told the Today programme on 11 April: ‘We took the right measures at the right time.’XLI In the daily press briefing on 17 April, Business Secretary Alok Sharma said: ‘At each point we have been following scientific and medical advice and we have been deliberate in our actions – taking the right steps at the right time.’XLII Then again on 22 April, Dominic Raab parroted the phrase when he told another briefing that ‘we have been deliberate in our actions so that we take the right steps at the right time’.XLIII



This was nonsense. The government was slow to stop public events, ditched the test and trace strategy early only to return to it later, wasted time with a dangerous herd immunity strategy, missed the deadline for a joint EU ventilator procurement scheme,XLIV failed to introduce its track and trace app on time. The list could go on.




LYING ABOUT CARE HOMES

And some of the lies told by the government were very dark. Take the statements about care homes made by the prime minister and his health secretary, Matt Hancock.

By the first week of June, official figures showed more than 16,000 residents of British care and nursing homes had died.XLV Johnson’s determination to shield hospitals and protect the NHS had left residents of care homes and staff vulnerable. The death toll was far worse than in other countries. Just 3,000 had died in Germany, where no one was allowed into care homes from hospitals without a negative Covid-19 test, and none at all in Hong Kong, where care homes were in lockdown.XLVI

Meanwhile in Britain many patients were discharged from hospital and sent to homes for the elderly and vulnerable without being tested.XLVII There is also plenty of testimony that the government failed to provide adequate protective equipment. So it was no surprise when newly elected Labour leader Keir Starmer raised the issue of government guidance for care homes in the Commons. He said: ‘Earlier this year, and until 12 March, the government’s own official advice was, and I’m quoting from it, “it remains very unlikely that people receiving care in a care home will become infected”.’XLVIII

Johnson immediately responded: ‘It wasn’t true that the advice said that.’XLIX Johnson was wrong. The guidance published on 25 February states that it was ‘very unlikely’ people receiving care in care homes or the community would be infected with the new coronavirus.L This advice was withdrawn on 13 March and replaced with new guidance about what to do in the event of an outbreak at a care home or other supported living.LI Starmer has since asked Johnson to return to the House to correct the record. The prime minister has failed to do so.

Johnson claimed in the same PMQs that ‘we brought in the lockdown in care homes ahead of the general lockdown’.LII The prime minister’s spokesman told reporters later that day that Johnson had been referring to government advice to care homes, issued on 13 March. This advice, he said, was ‘recommending essential visits only, that obviously came before we took steps nationwide in relation to social distancing’.LIII However, a Reuters investigation which reviewed the guidance and spoke to three care home providers found ‘no evidence that any such early lockdown was ordered’.LIV

Joyce Pinfield, who is in charge of running two care homes and sits on the board of directors at the National Care Association, said, ‘The guidance should have been far better. It was left to care providers to make their own decisions.’LV Julie Nicholls, manager of the Appleby Lodge residential home in Cornwall, said that she ‘definitely didn’t have any government guidance’ and that ‘there was never a formal order’.LVI

Health Secretary Matt Hancock also tried to paper over a lack of action on care homes when he claimed: ‘Right from the start we’ve tried to throw a protective ring around our care homes.’LVII In fact, the opposite was true. By far the most negligent decision of the government was to allow people discharged from hospital back into care homes without being tested. Johnson again lied in the Commons when he said on 13 May: ‘I can tell the House that the number of discharges from hospitals into care homes actually went down in March and April, and we had a system of testing people going into care homes.’LVIII The claim was again repeated by Culture Secretary Oliver Dowden on 20 May, who said testing had been available to care homes ‘right from the very beginning’.LIX

In reality, testing was only formally introduced on 15 April, as announced by Matt Hancock at the daily briefing.LX This meant that for weeks thousands of potential carriers were reintroduced to care homes.

Johnson later sought to blame the care homes themselves for mistakes made by his government. On a visit to Yorkshire in early July, he said that ‘too many care homes didn’t really follow the procedures as they could have’.LXI This suggestion that care homes were themselves to blame produced a scathing response from Mark Adams, the chief executive of one of Britain’s largest health and social care charities, Community Integrated Care: ‘What we’re getting is history rewritten in front of us, when you could list pages and pages of government failure, which the system has had to cope with. And to get a throwaway comment almost glibly blaming the social care system and not holding your hands up for starting too late, doing the wrong things, making mistake after mistake, is just frankly unacceptable.’LXII

The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee’s report into government policy on care homes could hardly have been more damning. It called the decision to discharge 25,000 patients from hospital into social care without first testing them a ‘reckless’ and ‘appalling error’.LXIII The government had taken no responsibility and to this day it continues to try to blame others on the basis of false and misleading statements.

In this chapter I have shown how this technique of blame shifting and deceit was a core part of Boris Johnson’s response to coronavirus. In the next chapter I will show how this strategy stretched across almost every part of government, evolving into a determined attack on the nature of the British state itself.




Chapter Six HOW TO DESTROY A COUNTRY


‘I think he honestly believes that it is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one who should be free of the network of obligation which binds everyone else.’

MARTIN HAMMOND, BORIS JOHNSON’S HOUSEMASTER AT ETON, IN HIS SCHOOL REPORT



So far I have presented Boris Johnson as an ambitious politician whose campaigning exuberance has been replaced by incompetence and dishonesty in high office. This picture leaves out an essential element of the story. While there is no doubt that Johnson is both deceitful and amoral, the prime minister’s war on the truth is part of a wider attack on the pillars of British democracy: Parliament, the rule of law and the civil service.

There is a reason for this. Truth and liberal democracy are intertwined. To make rulers accountable to the people the latter need access to objective truth. When truth is defined by the rulers themselves, the people lose all ability to pass judgement on them. The philosopher Immanuel Kant argued that lying corrupts our basic humanity because it deprives us of the ability to make rational choices.I In the political sphere, we cannot replace a poorly performing government with a potentially better one, if, by successful lying, that government has denied us the means of conceiving of one.

George Orwell made this point the central theme of his dystopian novel 1984. The hero, Winston Smith, works for the gigantic central Ministry of Truth, whose sole purpose is to ensure that every single ‘fact’ available to the population supports the narrative of a wise and successful ruling party. When the enemy in the perpetual war changes from Eurasia to East Asia, every single reference to war against Eurasia is obliterated, to make East Asia the enemy all along. When the chocolate ration is reduced by the Ministry of Plenty the new amount is presented as an increase and all reference to the old (higher) amount is replaced by something lower. In the novel, the endless reframing of the ‘truth’ succeeds in its purpose. Citizens believe the Party propaganda even when it is contradicted in their real lives.II ‘From a totalitarian point of view history is something to be created rather than learned,’ wrote Orwell, adding that totalitarianism demands ‘the continuous alteration of the past, and in the long run probably demands a disbelief in the very existence of objective truth’.III

The Johnson government is not totalitarian but it already displays troubling elements of Orwell’s nightmare epistemological universe. It has been caught out rewriting the past in very much the same way as Orwell’s Ministry of Truth. Health Secretary Matt Hancock claimed that 16 March was ‘precisely when the lockdown was started’, but it was not until 23 March that Johnson told the country that people ‘must’ stay at home and certain businesses must close.IV Another example of this was Dominic Cummings’s claim that ‘for years, I have warned of the dangers of pandemics’. He added: ‘Last year I wrote about the possible threat of coronaviruses and the urgent need for planning.’ It later emerged that this was not true and that he had secretly updated his blog in order to give authenticity to his false claim.V

Perjury is punished so heavily as an offence because justice cannot be done if witnesses tell lies, nor, conversely, if prosecutors withhold the truth. Men and women get convicted for crimes they have not committed, or escape justice when guilty. Trust in justice collapses. The same applies to politics, where habitual lying destroys faith in public life. This is the reason why lying to Parliament is (in healthy times) a career-ending offence. Parliament is there to question the decisions of ministers and hold government accountable. It can’t do its job if ministers lie, supply false information and withhold the truth.

Truthlessness matters for the same reason in the civil service. Officials are employed to give fair and scrupulous advice to ministers. Without that advice, governments become easy prey for cronyism and special interests.

Finally, truth matters for democracy itself. Political deceit is theft. Lying politicians do not (necessarily) steal our money or our possessions. But they always steal our rights as citizens by causing us to vote on the basis of misleading information. This in turn strips us of the ability to reach informed political choices. Governments who lie to voters are treating us as dupes rather than equals. Our rulers expect us to comply with their laws and decrees, to pay the taxes they devise, to make the sacrifices they exhort on us, even sometimes to die in war. In a democratic society, such obedience has to be earned. When ministers use lies and misrepresentation they fray the bonds of loyalty we owe to the state, opening the way to anarchy.

These are all simple points which have been taught to generations of schoolchildren. They embody ancient and (until very recently) generally accepted wisdom. Something has gone wrong when those who lead us need reminding of these basic points.

Johnson does not value integrity. He acts as if he does not even know what it is. This means that he has embarked on an experiment in government with huge consequences for democracy. The most illustrious victim (so far) is the Cabinet secretary, the most senior civil servant in Britain and the ultimate symbol of public integrity.




DISPOSING OF THE CABINET SECRETARY

I described at the end of the chapter above how government briefers arranged a vicious and dishonest whispering campaign at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, using media allies to place the responsibility for government failures on others, while leaving ministers with clean hands.

This was not simply despicable. It marked a serious breach of the doctrine of ministerial responsibility through which Britain had been governed in the twentieth century. Ministers were the public face of their departments, which meant they took responsibility for the successes.

The classic example was the resignation of Lord Carrington as foreign secretary after the invasion of the Falkland Islands in 1982. There is no evidence that Carrington was personally at fault for the debacle, and almost nobody held him responsible. But Carrington (who had been decorated for bravery during the Second World War) could not be dissuaded.VI Around the same time, the prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, had great difficulty persuading her home secretary, Willie Whitelaw (who had also seen distinguished war service), not to resign after an intruder broke into the Queen’s bedroom at Buckingham Palace.

A more recent case concerns Estelle Morris, who resigned as education secretary in October 2002. Morris had promised to step down if targets for exam results were not met.VII When they were not, she resigned, even though Prime Minister Tony Blair had put her under no pressure. In her resignation letter she wrote: ‘I have learned what I am good at and also what I am less good at. I am good at dealing with the issues and in communicating to the teaching profession. I am less good at strategic management of a huge department and I am not good at dealing with the modern media.’VIII

There was a basic decency at work here. Ministers took credit they did not always deserve for work by civil servants, so they should take the blame as well. Morris didn’t feel that she was competent at her job and her sense of public duty compelled her to say so. Her resignation was just as honourable (though not remembered so widely) as Carrington’s. Her conduct bears comparison with Boris Johnson’s education secretary, Gavin Williamson, who resisted pressure to go in the summer of 2020 when exam results were arbitrarily marked down in a fiasco that threatened to deprive thousands of young people of a university place. Williamson tried to lay off the responsibility on the exam regulator, Ofqual,IX while reports emerged in the press that the permanent secretary at the Department for Education was being lined up to take the blame.

More pertinently, public servants were contractually banned from speaking in public and therefore unable to defend themselves from attack. This made smear campaigns of the kind the Johnson machine launched against the Cabinet secretary, Sir Mark Sedwill, and others especially cowardly.

From the moment that Boris Johnson became prime minister, Sedwill was doomed. There was nothing personal about this. The problem was the post he occupied.

The Cabinet secretary is – or at any rate was, until the arrival of the Johnson government – a momentous figure in British public life. The post embodies the qualities of discretion, intellectual scruple, honesty and impartiality which lie at the heart of the idea of British statecraft. Johnson and the coterie of advisers he brought with him into Downing Street either despised these qualities or simply did not understand them.

There have been only thirteen Cabinet secretaries since the post was invented in 1916. That in itself signals their importance within the British state. During that period they have been the voice of integrity and guardian of the distinction between party and state. Those who were thought too close to their prime ministers of the day were criticised, as with Sir William Armstrong and Ted Heath. The Cabinet secretary is at the heart of the British system of government. This does not rely, as the US system does, on formal checks and balances to guarantee integrity and root out wrongdoing. It depends on informal conventions, especially a system of sharply defined dividing lines between ministers and officials.

On the one hand you have the official: anonymous, self-effacing and permanent. The official makes one important act of renunciation.X He or she is banned from taking part in political activity and formally owes allegiance to the Crown. She or he is, however, licensed to speak ‘truth to power’, that is, to tell ministers awkward information they might not like to hear. In the elegant words of the late Guardian columnist Hugo Young, the civil service believes ‘that it represents and personifies the seamless integrity of past, present and future government rolled indistinguishably into one’.

The task of an official is, nevertheless, to carry out the lawful orders of elected politicians. Ultimately, they will do so, although they have the power (increasingly exercised in modern times) to insist on a written order making clear the responsibility of ministers. This is why impartiality matters. It is a matter of professional pride that civil servants should work for governments of whatever party with equal competence and enthusiasm. This is important in Britain because (unlike in the United States) the machinery of state is supposed to be neutral.

For a civil servant such as Sedwill, facts should carry no partisan or party-political colour. They can be independently established, verified and assessed. For the Johnson government by contrast, truth has become a weapon. This means that Johnson and his colleagues are redefining the idea of truth as it has enabled public discourse in Britain for the last 200 years.




THE DESTRUCTION OF THE PUBLIC DOMAIN

Sedwill’s departure was handled carefully. Johnson did not sack the Cabinet secretary. That is impossible under civil service rules, explicitly designed to prohibit political interference in civil service appointments. But the Cabinet secretary was pushed out after a media briefing campaign. This was nevertheless an event of immense constitutional importance because it sent the message through Whitehall that the machinery of state, and its most important official, were losing their non-partisan status and shifting into political hands.

Curiously enough, although the far left of the Labour Party has regularly fulminated against the alleged bias of top civil servants and threatened to replace them with ideological sympathisers, it is the right wing of the Tory Party which has done far more to achieve this. It is a key part of what has been a cherished ambition of theirs for many years: the destruction of what the political philosopher David Marquand christened the ‘public domain’. He described this eloquently:


The private domain has always been with us; and Adam Smith was probably right in thinking that the ‘truck, barter and exchange’ of the market domain are natural to human beings. But there is nothing natural about the public domain. It is a gift of history, and of fairly recent history at that. It is literally a priceless gift. The goods of the public domain cannot be valued by market criteria, but they are no less precious for that. They include fair trials, welcoming public spaces, free public libraries, subsidised opera, mutual building societies, safe food, the broadcasts of the BBC World Service, the lobbying of Amnesty International, clean water, impartial public administration, disinterested scholarship, blood donors, magistrates, the minimum wage, the Pennine Way and the rulings of the Health and Safety Executive. Less obviously, they also include liberty – not in the familiar sense of freedom to pursue private interests, but in the classical republican sense of freedom from domination. In the public domain, market power is over-ridden; citizens bow the knee to nobody.XI



At the heart of the public domain is truth. This is because it needs strong institutions including Parliament, the rule of law and an impartial state machinery which citizens can trust. After the departure of Sedwill there was no longer any doubt that the Johnson government was set on the destruction of these institutions.

An early victim was Sir Philip Rutnam at the Home Office, after clashes with the home secretary, Priti Patel.XII In his resignation statement he said that he had been the ‘target of a vicious and orchestrated campaign against him’.XIII There was no reason to disbelieve him. The Times quoted ‘allies’ of the home secretary saying: ‘If this were any other environment Philip Rutnam would not only be sacked, he’d be denied a pension. The lack of accountability in the civil service is deeply troubling and the prime minister will not accept this in the long term.’

The Sun (‘Britain must be governed by elected ministers – not bleating bureaucrats like Sir Philip Rutnam’) and the Telegraph (‘spends his time politicking rather than running the actual department’) were just as brutal.XIV With Rutnam gone, attention turned to Sir Simon McDonald, permanent secretary at the Foreign Office, who announced his departure, reportedly ‘at the request’ of Boris Johnson, in June.XV By September 2020, no less than six permanent secretaries – Whitehall’s most senior civil servants – were either gone or on their way out.XVI According to the Daily Telegraph, a frequent receptacle for pro-government bile, Tom Scholar at the Treasury was on a ‘ “s—list” of permanent secretaries No.10 wants replaced over claims that they are significantly at odds with Tory ministers and advisers.’XVII At the time this book went to print, Tom Scholar remained in place. Previous prime ministers had taken against senior civil servants, but never in such speed or on such a scale, nor accompanied by such merciless briefing.XVIII

By midsummer 2020, it was obvious that Boris Johnson and his clique were determined to dismantle the system of administrative integrity famously instigated by Stafford Northcote (later to be chancellor of the Exchequer) and C. E. Trevelyan (then permanent secretary to the Treasury) in the mid-nineteenth century. More than any other single event, these two Victorian grandees created the modern British state. They eradicated ancient ties of connection, nepotism and family, while establishing dividing lines between public and private, and party and state. The new system was constructed to prevent politicians from enriching themselves and rewarding relations, clients and dependants. They were part of a close-knit congregation of public figures of high moral stature which included W. E. Gladstone (then chancellor and later four times prime minister) and Benjamin Jowett, theologian and later master of Balliol College, Oxford, who set the tone for public administration which lasted until the start of the twenty-first century.XIX They created a system where ministers not only had to avoid misbehaviour but to avoid even the faintest suggestion of it.

These great men would have regarded Prime Minister Johnson and his squalid associates with horror. It is not simply the habitual deceit, the lying to Parliament, the bullying of vulnerable subordinates.XX Downing Street cronyism also represents a two-fingered repudiation of the principles underlying the Northcote–Trevelyan system.

Repeatedly the Johnson administration has been embarrassed by allegations that government contracts have gone to business people with close connections to ministers and advisers or lacking any relevant expertise. In January 2020 Housing Secretary Robert Jenrick unexpectedly overturned official advice and granted planning permission for a £1 billion development in Tower Hamlets, east London. The move saved the developer, the one-time newspaper owner and pornographer Richard Desmond, £45 million in local taxes – and Tower Hamlets is one of the poorest parts of Britain. Or it would have done, had the minister’s decision not been overturned on appeal. High Court documents show that what Jenrick did was ‘unlawful by reason of apparent bias’.XXI

Only a few weeks earlier, Jenrick had sat next to Desmond at a Conservative fundraising event. A few weeks after the planning approval was given, Desmond made a modest £12,000 donation to Conservative funds. When the scandal broke, Jenrick said he’d refused to discuss the planning application with Desmond at the dinner.XXII Then he admitted he had watched a promotion for the development on Desmond’s mobile phone.XXIII

The wretched Jenrick was open to exactly the charges of conflict of interest and cronyism which Stafford Northcote and Charles Trevelyan had moved mountains to guard against. Boris Johnson’s government was hurtling Britain back towards the pre-modern system where public men had no room for selfless public service and interpreted office as a means of rewarding relations, clients and dependants, while in due course enriching themselves.




WARNING SIGNS

Johnson and the team that surrounds him do not believe that ordinary standards apply to them. Martin Hammond, Johnson’s housemaster when he was at Eton, wrote in a letter to Johnson’s father: ‘I think he honestly believes that it is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one who should be free of the network of obligation which binds everyone else.’XXIV

The warning signs were all there before Johnson became prime minister. Take Johnson’s conduct after resigning as foreign secretary in July 2018. First of all he refused to leave his official Carlton House residence for three weeks, despite warnings from the permanent secretary.XXV Within a week of resigning, he had struck a contract to write a weekly column with the Daily Telegraph without taking the basic precaution of seeking advice from the Advisory Committee on Business Appointments (ACOBA).XXVI The committee chair, Baroness Browning, wrote to Johnson on 8 August: ‘The committee considers it unacceptable that you signed a contract with the Telegraph and your appointment was announced before you had sought and obtained advice from the committee, as was incumbent upon you on leaving office under the Government’s Business Appointment Rules.’XXVII The letter went on to note that the rules were contained within the Ministerial Code and he was guilty of ‘a failure to comply with your duty’.XXVIII This was especially powerful from ACOBA, which has been regularly denounced as a feeble watchdog and too tolerant of the passage of ministers and senior public servants into lucrative private sector positions where they can profit from official knowledge.XXIX

In December 2018 the House of Commons Standards Committee blasted Johnson for his ‘over-casual’ failure to declare £52,000 in expenses.XXX The parliamentary commissioner for standards said it was ‘a lack of attention to House requirements, rather than inadvertent error’.XXXI The Tory MPs who elected Boris Johnson Tory leader a few months later were thus well aware that he was contemptuous of the basic principles that are supposed to govern public life. The same applies to the newspapers which endorsed his leadership bid – The Sun, the Telegraph, The Times, the Daily Mail, the Express and the Evening Standard. By supporting him they were making a public statement that they did not care either.XXXII




PRINCIPLES OF PUBLIC LIFE

In fairness, Boris Johnson is not the first prime minister to break rules.XXXIII Human nature being what it is, many of his predecessors in Downing Street have tried to get around them. But the spirit of Northcote–Trevelyan has, until now, been strong enough to survive.

In the early 1990s, John Major’s embattled Conservative government was hit hard by a series of scandals calling into question the integrity of the government, of which the most serious was the so-called arms-to-Iraq affair. (This was unfair on John Major personally, since this was an inheritance from the Thatcher government of the 1980s.) For many weeks, this long-forgotten episode dominated politics. The directors of a Midlands engineering firm, Matrix Churchill, were charged with illegally exporting military materials while pretending they were for civilian purposes. The trial collapsed after trade minister Alan Clark admitted in court that he had known all along that the Iraqi order would be used to make munitions. A famous exchange took place when Clark was asked about an official note which recorded him saying that the orders would be used for general manufacturing purposes. Clark replied:


Well, it’s our old friend being economical, isn’t it?

Q. With the truth?

A. With the actualité.XXXIV



In the fallout from Clark’s remarks, it emerged that in its eagerness to sell arms to Saddam Hussein, the Thatcher government had breached official guidelines, then concealed this from Parliament. Meanwhile, it separately emerged that Tory MPs – including Neil Hamilton, another former trade minister – had been paid to ask Commons questions. Major (a moral giant compared to the current prime minister) adopted the only possible course of action. He commissioned a law lord, Michael Nolan, to launch an investigation. The resulting report was a model of clarity.XXXV Besides insisting that MPs should not be allowed to act as paid agents for lobbyists and introducing an anti-sleaze parliamentary commissioner, Lord Nolan unveiled seven principles which, so he said, should govern public life.

They are a magnificent statement of how a country (or any organisation) should be governed, providing the ethical grounding for matters including misleading Parliament, MPs’ outside interests, business appointments for former ministers, ministerial accountability, impartiality of the civil service and neutrality of the monarch. Nolan demanded selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership: ‘Holders of public office should promote and support these principles by leadership and example.’XXXVI In essence he reaffirmed Northcote–Trevelyan. He was given a committee to promote them. It is still named after him, but has become a pale, powerless spectre.

The Nolan principles are almost scriptural in their simplicity. It’s heart-breaking to read them today. Not one of them is being observed, and there is no serious attempt to enforce them. Breaking them carries no consequences. There’s one standard for ministers and another for those in the outside world. Ministers can lie to Parliament but escape rebuke. They can bully and harass staff and get away with it. They can undermine civil servants and not pay the price. They can award contracts to cronies and nobody minds. The Nolan principles today look quaint, irrelevant and out of date. There is a moral emergency in British public life.




Chapter Seven THE FAILURE OF THE BRITISH PRESS


‘A free press is the unsleeping guardian of every other right that free men prize; it is the most dangerous foe of tyranny… where free institutions are indigenous to the soil and men have the habit of liberty, the press will continue to be the Fourth Estate, the vigilant guardian of the rights of the ordinary citizen.’

SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL



British newspapers have played a critical role in the production, authentication, dissemination and, most important of all, the normalisation of the lies, fabrications and smears issued by the Johnson political machine. In this chapter I will show how they became part of the official apparatus of deceit.

Johnson’s government was a media class government. The prime minister had been one of the most brilliant journalists of his time, destined to become a famous editor, a job which would have fitted him like a glove, had he not entered politics. The same was true of his senior colleague (and rival) Michael Gove. Instigating, organising and manipulating these two front men was Dominic Cummings, formidable political public relations campaigner and the prime minister’s ‘senior adviser’.I

Between them they brought into government the strengths and weaknesses of the media world they came from. On the one hand, brilliance, verve, style, wit and an intuitive understanding of the darker side of human nature. On the other hand, a readiness to distort, misrepresent, smear and fabricate.

Future generations are bound to ask why Johnson’s record as a liar, charlatan and cheat did not prove fatal on his way into Downing Street. It would have done for earlier generations. The answer is complex, and I will return to the question in the final chapter, but one reason is that the mainstream press ignored Johnson’s lies. Newspapers might highlight the occasional inaccuracy, but this tended to be done in the deferential manner of a bank manager drawing attention to a bounced cheque from a cherished customer. Fleet Street decided that Johnson’s lying was of little interest to readers.

The truth was that press barons were determined to install the troika of Johnson, Gove and Cummings in Downing Street.II Michael Gove was the special protégé of the American tycoon Rupert Murdoch, owner of The Sun, The Times and Fox News, the most formidable media backer of Donald Trump. When Murdoch’s News International group was on its knees following revelations of criminal phone hacking, Gove came eloquently to the defence of press freedom at the Leveson inquiry. Murdoch did not forget: Gove and his wife Sarah Vine were invited to his wedding to the former model Jerry Hall.

Murdoch also supported Johnson, but his principal sponsors were the Barclay brothers, shadowy owners of the Daily Telegraph, house journal for the Conservative Party.III ‘Many congratulations to Boris Johnson who has of course just been appointed Prime Minister,’ enthused the paper when he entered 10 Downing Street. ‘Boris is the first Telegraph journalist since Sir Winston Churchill to lead the country.’

Associated Newspapers, owners of the Mail on Sunday and the Daily Mail, which employed Sarah Vine, also backed Johnson. Together these three groups accounted for more than 30 per cent of British newspaper readers.IV All their titles backed Johnson. The same applied to the Evening Standard, which serves London, an area of predominantly Labour and Remain voters. Under the ownership of Evgeny Lebedev it became an unlikely ally of the Tories, backing Johnson for both Conservative leader and prime minister.

Yet editors knew perfectly well what the prime minister was like – after all The Times had actually sacked him for fabricating the quotation about Piers Gaveston (see page 54). But they backed him regardless. The Telegraph supported Johnson even though, like The Times, it had direct experience of his chronic carelessness with facts. In an article for the Daily Telegraph in January 2019 Johnson claimed that ‘the so-called no-deal option’ for Brexit ‘is by some margin preferred by the British public’. This was false. Unfortunately for Johnson a reader complained to the Independent Press Standards Organisation. According to the regulator, the Telegraph stood by Johnson on the grounds that his article was ‘clearly comically polemical’ and would not be read as a ‘serious, empirical, in-depth analysis of hard factual matters’.V

The open support offered by British newspapers for Johnson was of course welcome. Far more important was their collective decision to turn a blind eye to stories that would damage the prime minister. For example, the mainstream press paid almost no attention to Johnson’s habitual lying, in sharp contrast to their treatment of the Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn, who was subject to constant attack. Problems with Tory Party funding, the prime minister’s finances and his family life were ignored and only surfaced long after the election.VI

This marked a sharp breach from the textbook theory that the media plays an important cleansing role in holding power to account and uncovering corruption, lying and deceit. The former journalist and prime minister Sir Winston Churchill said: ‘A free press is the unsleeping guardian of every other right that free men prize; it is the most dangerous foe of tyranny… where free institutions are indigenous to the soil and men have the habit of liberty, the press will continue to be the Fourth Estate, the vigilant guardian of the rights of the ordinary citizen.’VII

But Britain’s major newspaper groups made the careful and deliberate choice not to be vigilant when it came to Johnson. This was a double standard.VIII Had Corbyn been sacked twice for lying, newspaper readers would never have heard the end of it. And rightly so. The past is the best guide to the future. If a man steals from his employers, he is likely to do so again. If he lies to them, he most likely will do so again. The mainstream British press bears a heavy culpability for the inexorable rise of Boris Johnson.




BRITISH JOURNALISTS COLLABORATE

It was not simply that the mainstream media were careful to play down, if not entirely ignore, Johnson’s lies. Many senior journalists went a step further. They actively collaborated with Downing Street in order to distribute false information helpful to Johnson’s cause. This began almost from the moment Boris Johnson entered Downing Street. By mid-August, within a few weeks of Johnson taking office, Downing Street was mounting a virulent smear operation against Philip Hammond, who had stepped down as chancellor of the Exchequer when Johnson became leader, and was now seen as an enemy.

It is worth looking closely at this sordid episode because it shows the Johnson method in action. At the heart of the attack on Hammond was a lie, devised to discredit an opponent. This strategy also needed senior journalists to play along by putting their own reputations (and those of the newspapers and media organisations they worked for) behind Downing Street’s falsehoods and smears. Meanwhile, Johnson was happy to abuse the reputation and integrity of Downing Street to give respectability to smears and fabrications.

The Hammond story began on 18 August 2019 after the Sunday Times leaked a Treasury dossier (‘Yellowhammer’) warning of the painful short-term disruption that would confront Britain in the event of a no-deal Brexit.IX This story was embarrassing for Downing Street because it undermined its core strategy, threatening a no-deal Brexit. The government hit back, saying Yellowhammer was an ‘old document’.X This claim, it soon emerged, was false.XI It was made first by Michael Gove,XII minister in charge of Brexit preparations, and later by Tory chairman James Cleverly.XIII

At this point ‘a senior Number 10 source’ went into action alongside Gove, briefing journalists that the Yellowhammer dossier was out of date.XIV But this Downing Street ‘source’ added a second lie. This was the vicious twist that the dossier had been ‘deliberately leaked by a former minister to influence discussions with EU leaders’.XV Such a claim was deadly because the Downing Street source was implying that a minister in the Theresa May government had retained a copy of the Yellowhammer document after leaving office and then leaked it, thereby committing an unethical and probably illegal act.

The result was that most of the following day’s newspapers did not focus on the Yellowhammer disclosures about the dangers of a no-deal Brexit. Instead most turned Yellowhammer into a whodunnit – which of May’s ministers had been the leaker? Most newspapers pointed the finger at Hammond, the former chancellor. Once again Downing Street was hard at work spreading lies and misinformation. The Daily Mail reported: ‘A No 10 source blamed former frontbenchers led by Philip Hammond.’XVI

But no former minister could have been the leaker. The leaked document didn’t even exist until Johnson had taken over.XVII The sorry story of the smear was therefore an example of how Boris Johnson’s media operation operates through deceit, and how it relies on a compliant media to cooperate with that deceit – even when it knows the allegations are false.

There is an implicit deal. In return for access and information (much of it false), the political media was reporting a pro-government narrative. This means that Johnson’s Downing Street can malign political opponents, lie about them and get away with it. But it can do this only because political journalists and editors allow it to. The anonymous Downing Street source who briefed the press about Yellowhammer was lying. It is notable how even The Guardian,XVIII not a Tory newspaper, fell for this cynical and mendacious Downing Street ploy. Although now known to be a smear and a lie, it has never been corrected by any government spokesman.XIX

This technique vividly recalls the way US president Donald Trump has routinely been able to call on media allies, above all Fox News, to twist the political agenda away from his own lies and against his political enemies. But there is one difference between Johnson and Trump. There is a perverse kind of honesty – perhaps shamelessness would be a better word – about the US president. Johnson kept himself in the background during the smearing of Philip Hammond. By contrast Trump seems to take pleasure in fabricating damaging stories about opponents and disseminating them personally on Twitter and elsewhere.XX

Johnson stays for the most part above the fray, allowing members of his team to lie and cheat on his behalf, enabling him to maintain a cheery public demeanour.XXI As I have shown elsewhere in this book, Johnson’s press briefers target civil servants as well as politicians, normally in an attempt to deflect blame from ministers.

To be fair to Johnson, he is not the first prime minister to abuse Downing Street in order to smear political opponents by spreading false stories. As I exposed fifteen years ago in my book The Rise of Political Lying, Tony Blair’s government did something similar by spreading the false story that Britain’s foreign intelligence agency, MI6, was investigating the Tory politician Chris Patten for leaking secrets while he was governor of Hong Kong.XXII But such episodes, while a disgraceful abuse of power, were relatively rare during Blair’s ten years as prime minister and the premierships of Brown, Cameron and May. Johnson, by contrast, had already adopted the tactic of cynically using the camouflage of Downing Street to spread lies and smears about opponents within weeks of taking office, and this kind of abuse soon became systemic during his premiership, as the account below shows.




TREACHERY

‘No 10 probes Remain MPs’ “foreign collusion” ’. This huge banner headline dominated the front page of the Mail on Sunday on 29 September 2019.XXIII Turn to page 2 and ‘a senior No 10 source’ was quoted in bold type: ‘The government is working on extensive investigations into Dominic Grieve, Oliver Letwin and Hilary Benn and their involvement with foreign powers and the funding of their activities.’ This story was granted huge prominence and followed up the next day by the Daily Express, The Sun, The Times and the alt-right news site Breitbart.

On the BBC’s Today programme the following Tuesday, presenter Nick Robinson asked Boris Johnson about the investigation. Johnson gave credibility to the story when he declared there were ‘legitimate questions’ to be asked of the MPs. But Robinson didn’t ask the important question. Was there an investigation at all?

Something smelt fishy to me. First I rang Dominic Grieve. He told me he had not sought the help of any foreign government in drafting the so-called Benn Act, whose intention was to prevent the government from agreeing a no-deal Brexit.XXIV He added that he was ‘not in receipt of any sources of foreign funding’. Nor, he said, had he been contacted by Downing Street or anyone else about any investigation.

I then rang the Downing Street press office, and asked an official whether there was an investigation as stated in the Mail on Sunday. He told me categorically: ‘No investigation.’ A Cabinet Office spokesperson was even more categorical: ‘There was never such an investigation.’

When I contacted the Mail on Sunday, it stood by its story: ‘Two separate sources in Downing Street told us that officials in Number 10 were gathering evidence about allegations of foreign collusion by MPs opposed to a no-deal Brexit.’ The paper’s spokesperson also pointed out that Boris Johnson had given it credibility: ‘When the prime minister was asked about our story on the BBC Today programme on 1 October he responded that there were “legitimate questions to be asked about the generation of this legislation” ’.



Glen Owen, the political editor behind the Mail on Sunday banner headline, is a senior and respected journalist. Though he correctly said that he wouldn’t comment on his sources when I approached him, I am sure he didn’t invent his ‘senior No 10 source’. He will certainly have been briefed by powerful people who worked inside Downing Street. Nevertheless, his story was a fabrication. Not Glen Owen’s fabrication. A fabrication made up by his Downing Street source.

In Johnson’s Downing Street there were two kinds of truth. According to civil servants working inside Downing Street and the Cabinet Office, there was not and never had been an investigation into Benn, Letwin and Grieve. These civil servants were contractually bound to be politically impartial and had all signed up to the Nolan principles of selflessness and integrity.

But when Boris Johnson became prime minister he brought with him a group of political advisers into Downing Street led by his ‘senior adviser’, Dominic Cummings. I have no doubt that among this group were to be found the ‘No 10 sources’ who briefed journalists about the fictitious Downing Street investigation into the involvements of Hilary Benn and two other privy counsellors with foreign powers. For Cummings’s team, there is no such thing as objective facts. For them truth is whatever a ‘Downing Street source’ tells a political journalist. It has become a weapon of power to suit the purposes of the moment.

But in ordinary language the Number 10 sources who spoke to the Mail on Sunday were lying. As for the Mail on Sunday itself, it was disseminating false information to its 2.1 million readers.XXV This false information fitted like a glove with the dominant Downing Street narrative of the moment that the Benn Act was actually a ‘surrender act’ designed to thwart Brexit altogether.

Johnson’s role in this unedifying affair was repellent. On the Today programme, the British prime minister could, and should, have taken the opportunity to tell the truth. Instead, he fuelled the smear with his statement that ‘there are legitimate questions to be asked’.

As for the Mail on Sunday, it had entered into something like a conspiracy with Downing Street to mislead its readers into thinking that three honourable British politicians were conniving with a foreign power. The lie against Grieve, Letwin and Benn, like the one against Hammond, remains on the record. Benn is still a serving MP and was obliged to contend against the lie in his re-election campaign for his Leeds constituency.

It struck me that newspaper readers were entitled to be told about what Johnson’s 10 Downing Street was like. So I made the way Boris Johnson was debauching Downing Street by using the power of his office to spread propaganda and fake news the subject of my weekly Saturday column for the Daily Mail. At around 5.15 p.m. (fairly late in the production cycle of a daily newspaper) I received a call from the editor, who indicated, with his customary exquisite good manners, that he would prefer I wrote about another subject. So I hammered out another column in record time.

Next I offered the piece to The Spectator, but the editor explained his refusal to publish on the reasonable grounds that the newspaper’s political team had cultivated excellent insider sources and publishing my piece would invite charges of hypocrisy.

I had earlier approached Channel Four’s Dispatches, which showed strong interest. The channel introduced me to a respected documentary production company. We went to the length of putting together a treatment for the film, after which I was called into a meeting in the Channel Four Horseferry Road HQ and told that the film was likely to go ahead subject to approval from the director of programmes when he returned from holiday next week. Whether because of the director of programmes, or for some other reason, I received a call a few days later saying that Channel Four was no longer interested. I then suggested to the TV production company that we might approach the BBC, but it said there was no chance it would be interested.

Finally, the website openDemocracy gave me a platform to write a detailed article about how, with the prime minister’s encouragement, Downing Street or government sources have been spreading lies, misrepresentations, smears and falsehoods around Fleet Street and across the major TV channels.XXVI I argued that senior British journalists are behaving as cheerleaders to the government. They are allowing the prime minister to get away with lies and dishonesty which they would never have permitted to his predecessor, Theresa May, let alone to Jeremy Corbyn, had he reached Number 10.

I also described how papers and media organisations yearn for privileged access and favourable treatment. And they are prepared to pay a price to get it. This price involves becoming a vital though subsidiary part of the government machine. It means turning their readers and viewers into dupes. This client journalism allows Downing Street to frame the story as it wants. Some allow themselves to be used as tools to smear the government’s opponents. They say goodbye to the truth.

This article marked the end of my thirty-year-long career as a writer and broadcaster in the mainstream British press and media. I had been a regular presenter on Radio 4’s The Week in Westminster for more than two decades. It ceased to use me, without explanation. I parted company on reasonably friendly terms with the Daily Mail after our disagreement.

The Guardian and the Daily Mirror both ran pieces from me about Tory lies during the election campaign. As the general election approached, I started my own websiteXXVII listing the lies and falsehoods of Boris Johnson and his ministers. With so many to deal with, this was a time-consuming and expensive project, requiring a full-time team. We managed to keep it going until election day, and I frequently get urged to start it up again, but lack the time and resources.

The mainstream British press and media is to all intents and purposes barred to me. I continue to write for the website Middle East Eye, for openDemocracy and from time to time for the British Journalism Review. There I have concentrated on articles about journalists and reporters, primarily abroad, who live under the threat of torture, abduction and murder on account of their work.

In Britain that threat scarcely exists, though the case of Julian Assange gives grave cause for concern and (like Johnson’s lies) has been ignored in the mainstream press.XXVIII It takes infinitely less physical courage to expose government corruption and deceit in Britain than many other countries, though the financial consequences are significant. I am in my early sixties and drawing towards the end of my career. This made it easier to expose the rotten stench of mainstream British journalistic collaboration with Johnson’s lies during the 2019 election.




Chapter Eight THE CAPTURE OF THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY


‘The business of government [is] not to inflame passion and give it new objects to feed on, but to inject into the activities of already passionate men an ingredient of moderation; to restrain, to deflate, to pacify and to reconcile.’

CONSERVATIVE PHILOSOPHER MICHAEL OAKESHOTT

‘Whatever it takes’

MOTTO INSIDE JOHNSON’S DOWNING STREET



Fifteen years ago Boris Johnson hired me as political correspondent at The Spectator magazine. He was a joy to work for, a fine editor and a loyal colleague with the quickest mind I’ve ever encountered. Nothing needed explaining twice. While writing this book I’ve found myself trying to reconcile the person I knew then with the prime minister of Britain today.

We are talking about two different people. His magazine always stood up for the British institutions which Boris Johnson in power remorselessly attacks. His Spectator stood for the honest politics which he now subverts. While editor of The Spectator, Johnson eviscerated Tony Blair in the Daily Telegraph for the lies over weapons of mass destruction ahead of the Iraq War. ‘At every stage, Blair upgrades hypothesis into fact,’ mused Johnson, adding that ‘he was utterly wrong to use such dishonest means of persuasion. He treated Parliament and the public with contempt.’I He might have been looking ahead to his own premiership. Johnson wanted Blair to be impeached.

Johnson’s Spectator was politically eclectic and omnivorous, so much so that one or two critics said it was hard to discern where the paper stood on any subject. He had a sophisticated understanding of politics which disdained simple solutions. We would have long, lucid discussions of complex issues, either in weekly conference or at the famous Spectator lunches. Boris was sunny, liberal, optimistic. So how did the Johnson of The Spectator turn into today’s prime minister?

What follows is no more than informed speculation, since no one can look into the soul of another human being. But here is my own attempt at reconciling the editor I worked for fifteen years ago with the prime minister in 10 Downing Street today.

I start with self-reproach. It bites away at me that I failed to pay attention to events which seem so significant with the benefit of hindsight. I was on the magazine when the Tory leader Michael Howard sacked Johnson as a junior party spokesman for lying.II I dismissed it as private business and, like almost everyone else (including Howard, who later supported Johnson’s campaign for the leadership), forgot about it. We shouldn’t have done.

Johnson’s earlier misdemeanours didn’t stop him becoming mayor of London. He ran London the identical way he earlier ran The Spectator, meaning that he was often absent and left the detail to others. But that didn’t matter much because he chose capable deputies who did the hard work. The role of London mayor had been emasculated by Blair, its creator, in the justified fear that Ken Livingstone would win the first election for it. The mayor’s main role was to become a public face and cheerleader for London. In that capacity, Johnson was a natural, and deserved to win his second term.

This was the turning point for Johnson. His success as mayor stimulated his ambition to new heights. More importantly, his electoral triumph in a traditionally Labour-voting city meant that many Tories began to see him as someone who could help them win their seats.

By the time he stood down after eight years, Johnson had become a superstar who attracted crowds wherever he went (although his most-remembered achievement, the so-called Boris bikes, was actually a legacy from Ken Livingstone). Like Jacques Chirac after his term as mayor of Paris in 1995, he was poised for a final assault on national politics. Like Donald Trump after the 2016 presidential election, Johnson’s electoral Midas touch encouraged his own party thereafter to give him a free pass to lie and cheat.

At this point David Cameron reached a decision which had huge consequences for himself, for the Conservative Party and for Britain. He offered Johnson a relatively senior cabinet role, hinting at defence secretary, but this was not enough to satisfy Johnson’s ambition.III I guess Cameron did not fully understand Johnson, and underestimated his power across the country. Nor the effect losing Johnson to the leave campaign would have on the referendum.

This made Johnson’s Brexit decision easy. If Cameron secured victory, Johnson could ponder a future as a middle-ranking Cabinet minister in a government dominated by his main rival. To be leader of the Brexit campaign opened up the potential of Downing Street. From Johnson’s perspective, the result didn’t matter. Even if he lost, he would still emerge strong enough to mount a formidable challenge to David Cameron. I suspect strongly that he hoped for a narrow defeat after an exciting campaign. That would have been the ideal platform for his leadership ambitions and spared him the immense complex and detailed tasks of taking responsibility for the United Kingdom’s exit from the EU.

I’d guess (I stress that I can’t be sure) that the future prime minister on balance agreed with Remain, but the real consideration was his career. He made a bargain. The Vote Leave campaign would propel him to Downing Street, and he would be their figurehead.

All politicians are in one sense actors in search of a scriptwriter. In Vote Leave’s director, Dominic Cummings, Johnson found his scriptwriter. I now turn to what this meant for the Conservative Party.




REVERSE TAKEOVER

On the stock market a reverse takeover is defined as the purchase of a publicly owned company by a private group.IV The private buyers do it because it provides a market listing without the lengthy, expensive and bureaucratic annoyance of an offer for sale. Just as significant, it can help them avoid public scrutiny.

In stock market terms, David Cameron’s Conservative Party was ripe for takeover. Membership, which had reached a peak of 2.8 million after the Second World War, had collapsed – barely 100,000 and in free fall.V For each member in 2015 there had been twenty-eight in 1950. The world was changing and (like many famous British retail organisations) the party had not worked out how to move with it. It lacked identity, or even discernible purpose besides staying in office. In fairness, the Labour Party also had haemorrhaged active members over the same period. People had turned away from local political parties as an outlet for their social life, and looked more and more to single-issue campaigns for their political involvement. The membership of both parties became older and older, while the new recruits were all too often political obsessives who accelerated the flight of ‘normal’ people from local parties.

In spite of the membership collapse, the Conservative Party still had an old and resonant name. Legally it was the same organisation which had governed Britain for most of the previous 200 years, led by great leaders from Wellington and Disraeli to Churchill and Thatcher.VI This gave it some of the characteristics of a corporate shell.

Financiers were alert to this and a new class of private donor began to emerge.VII These donors were needed because the loss of millions of members had two malign effects. In the post-war era, the small subscriptions of a mass membership had sustained reasonably healthy party finances, particularly when parties still relied on volunteer doorstep campaigning in preference to national advertising. When those volunteers gradually disappeared, the party went into a vicious financial spiral at election time – forced into more expensive methods of reaching voters and with less and less regular income to pay for them.

A new model emerged. Party funds were provided by a new group of super-rich. Many of them were based offshore, secretive about the financial arrangements and obscure about their motives. Crucially, their money paid for the local party activists to be replaced by a superior cadre of political experts at the centre. Latterly, these created a new form of communication with voters through private polling, focus groups and, more recently, exploitation of social media so sophisticated that voters often do not even know that they are reading propaganda.VIII These novel techniques opened the opportunity for new forms of lying, political engineering and deceit.

In return for their money, these donors gained access to power. Some wanted material rewards in the shape of profitable planning consents, or changes to the law which helped their business. Others purchased social status in the form of knighthoods and peerages. The most significant category wanted to impose their ideological agenda. There was a special group of people whose money came from Russia trying to legitimise if not actually launder it and buy influence and status in Britain.

To be fair, neither David Cameron nor Boris Johnson started this. Politics was hollowing out before either arrived on the scene.IX Nor was it a uniquely Conservative phenomenon. New Labour did the same thing, and for similar reasons, deliberately using business donors to marginalise the trade unions. But this sombre background does explain why a degraded Conservative Party was so vulnerable for takeover. Johnson became the instrument. Upon his becoming prime minister, Downing Street was at once captured by Vote Leave. This included his senior adviser Dominic Cummings and the Downing Street director of communications, Lee Cain, with heavyweight political support from Michael Gove and Priti Patel.

Vote Leave was a tiny organisation with no members, a handful of executives and a powerful donor base. This group despised the Conservative Party and hated British institutions. Cummings denounced non-compliant MPs as ‘narcissist-delusional’,X and idly speculated about ‘bombing Parliament’.XI He was in contempt of Parliament even before being appointed.XII The Cabinet became irrelevant. Whereas Johnson had chosen a serious team of people round him as mayor of London, now only loyalty counted, meaning that the Cabinet became a collection of non entities or worse.

Cummings and Johnson are creatures of big money – a point persistently ignored by Britain’s client political press. ‘After this meeting,’ Cummings reportedly told a meeting of special advisers, ‘I’m going to go and meet billionaire hedge fund managers and get a giant pot of cash from them.’XIII ‘Whatever it takes’ became the motto in Downing Street – a term reminiscent of Malcolm X’s use of the phrase ‘by any means necessary’ when he rejected the non-violence of Martin Luther King.XIV In this context, that means: Lie. Cheat. Bully. Threaten. Independent-minded Tory MPs were driven out.XV Loyalty became the only criterion for promotion. The Conservative Party turned into a Vote Leave sect.

It’s important to recognise that if the Tories had failed to deliver Brexit – as many MPs from all sides hoped – the party would have been in terrible trouble. The Vote Leave stance – against Parliament and the civil service, both widely seen by Leavers as thwarting Brexit – was beyond doubt supported by many voters. But responsible prime ministers try to temper their supporters’ extremes. Boris Johnson fanned the flames and exploited divisions.

Conservatives used to be careful students of history. They knew that men and women are frail, imperfect, corruptible and, at times, capable of great evil. That explains why they always paid such attention to the importance of institutions which, as Edmund Burke explained, embody wisdoms and truths which are beyond the comprehension of individual minds. Vote Leave is destroying these institutions.

Michael Oakeshott, the greatest Conservative thinker of the twentieth century, noted that there was no Conservative ideology. Instead, there was a Conservative disposition which ‘understands it to be the business of government not to inflame passion and give it new objects to feed on, but to inject into the activities of already passionate men an ingredient of moderation; to restrain, to deflate, to pacify and to reconcile’.XVI Vote Leave and Johnson systematically seek to create division and culture wars, something else they have in common with Donald Trump. Like Trump, they have been helped by a ruling class which made significant bodies of voters feel ignored and despised. Like him, they promised these voters power and revenge. Take Back Control was actually a much better slogan than Trump’s Make America Great Again. It was multi-layered in its appeal, promising to Take Back Control not only from the remote EU but from all those in Britain whom disenchanted voters blamed for their unsatisfactory lives.




A NEW EPISTEMOLOGY

Let’s now take a second look at the Boris Johnson who was editor of The Spectator fifteen years ago. The magazine he edited was the embodiment of traditional Conservatism, with its respect for institutions and understanding of due process. It was founded at roughly the same time as the Tory Party in the aftermath of the French Revolution and in response to the Parliamentary Reform agitation in Britain.XVII Like the Tory Party, it emerged as a defender of institutions and due process – church, monarchy, Parliament, rule of law – against abstraction, ideology and ultimately political violence.

When he joined Vote Leave Johnson chucked this kind of Conservatism aside. Not only was Vote Leave an anti-establishment project, but at its heart was a readiness to place the end before the means – in other words neglect of due process, readiness to mislead, and Leninist obsession with ideological rectitude. Cummings, who had spent a few years in Russia after leaving university, was fascinated by the brilliant communist propagandist Willi Münzenberg, a close friend of Lenin who became one of the Bolsheviks’ crucial assets in Europe after the revolution.XVIII

Münzenberg used the phrase ‘lying for the truth’.XIX For him truth was the communist cause. According to the writer Stephen Koch, Münzenberg ‘wanted to instil the feeling like a truth of nature, that seriously to criticise or challenge Soviet policy was the unfailing mark of a bad, bigoted, and probably stupid person, while support was equally infallible proof of a forward-looking mind committed to all that was best for humanity and marked by an uplifting refinement of sensibility’.XX

So it was with Cummings’s Vote Leave. Lacking a moral system of his own, Johnson adapted easily to this new epistemology. It gave him the freedom to make any statement he liked. This may help explain the epidemic of lying inside Boris Johnson’s Downing Street. This assault on truth was part of a fundamental assault on the values and institutions that had governed Britain for centuries. In the next chapter I examine the consequences.




Chapter Nine CONCLUSION


‘The people of England are now renowned, all over the world, for their great virtue and discipline; and yet suffer an idiot, without courage, without sense, nay, without ambition, to have dominion in a country of liberty.’

SIR HENRY VANE



The unhappy fact that a fabricator and cheat controls the destiny of Britain raises deep, troublesome questions that go way beyond the moral character of Boris Johnson. What happened to the British? How on earth did we vote for him? These questions have nagged away at me while I have been writing this book.

One immediate answer is to look at the quality of his opponents, first in the Conservative Party leadership contest and then in the general election of 2019. In the leadership contest, only one contender, the relatively unknown and politically exotic Rory Stewart, carried the war to Johnson, particularly over Brexit. When he was eliminated, in a ballot of Conservative MPs alone, none of the other candidates attacked Johnson’s fundamental fitness to be the party leader and prime minister.

Then Johnson had the good luck to be faced by Jeremy Corbyn – in a general election gifted to him by Corbyn’s decision to allow him to hold it at all.

Johnson was certainly very lucky in his opponents. But it remains extraordinary that he was able to reach the pinnacle of British politics after behaviours and evidence of character defects which would have scuppered the ambitions of earlier politicians. How did this happen?

After all, British politics has always produced its fair share of cheats and fabricators. But barriers stood in their way, meaning they got found out. This means the fact that Boris Johnson made it into 10 Downing Street ultimately tells us much more about the rest of us than about him.

Here’s my answer. The prime minister rose to the top at the end of a long period of British peace and prosperity following the end of the Second World War. During this time, a new generation emerged which had never known the suffering, danger and sacrifice of war. We took political stability, something which history shows is rare and precious, for granted.

Boris Johnson at his best is a superlative entertainer, funny, charming, amiable. He is wonderfully gifted at playing Bertie Wooster while others pursue on his behalf the agenda of Roderick Spode. He is the perfect leader for a country where you can say or do anything without suffering the consequences.

It is suggestive to contrast Johnson’s escalator to the top – private school, Eton, Oxford University, the Daily Telegraph and the Conservative Party – with Angela Merkel in communist East Germany, repressed and deprived. Unlike Johnson, Merkel is a serious person running a serious country. She had to be, having been raised in a hardline communist state where words and actions had to be measured with intense care. Students of her career also point to her scientific background as the key to her success.I

Facts matter to her because theories only carry weight if the evidence is rigorously inspected. A New Yorker profile written six years ago put this neatly: ‘Trained to see the invisible world in terms of particles and waves, Merkel learned to approach problems methodically, drawing comparisons, running scenarios, weighing risks, anticipating reactions, and then, even after making a decision, letting it sit for a while before acting.’II

Moreover, she represented a country which had thought with humility and acute intelligence about how to avoid a repeat of the horror of the twentieth century. For Angela Merkel, freedom of movement, stable institutions and democracy were in themselves miracles, not something to be taken for granted. They needed protection.

Britain and the United States took the opposite course. As the current century began, both countries turned their backs on the deep, hard-won institutional wisdom which enabled them to survive two great twentieth-century wars and the long struggle against the Soviet Union which followed. We embraced the trivial above the serious, the showy rather than the solid, while rejecting the rule of law and mocking domestic and international institutions.III Britain and America debauched their magnificent democratic legacy rather than protecting it.

Johnson has become the master of a new discourse that was manufactured for a weightless world where leaders depend on facts that have either been twisted beyond recognition or do not even exist. In this world, argument descends into sloganeering. These slogans can feel legitimate because they make political arguments simple. For example, terms like ‘Get Brexit Done’ – which helped Johnson’s Conservatives to win the 2019 election – come over as lucid, unambiguous and easy to understand. But this impression is deceptive. The moment you attempt to grapple with them you realise they are a minefield of contradictions, lies and unworkable assumptions.

Political argument is always complicated and cannot readily be compressed into three words. These endlessly repeated slogans are about selling product rather than actual political discussion. This should surprise nobody because three-word slogans were one of the mass persuasion techniques developed by the advertising industry at the start of the twentieth century. Advertising rejects nuance and complexity. There is no room for truth in the world of the stark assertion and the hard sell. It thrives on simplification and the bare, unsubstantiated association of a product with personal success and happiness.

In the previous chapter, I looked back at the healthy politics of the post-war era. Along with mass party membership, the most striking fact was the continuity of style and content in all types of political language, whether official documents, popular journalism, political speeches and party manifestos.IV It is a paradox that at a time of rigid class divides, when only a small fraction of men (and a tiny number of women) attended university, we enjoyed a common language which made us part of the same national discourse. That has all gone. I now turn to what has replaced it.




ROUSSEAU VS MONTESQUIEU

On the one hand we have private conversations within the elite. The ruminations of Dominic Cummings, Johnson’s senior adviser, are full of long words and references which are inaccessible to all but the adept. Here’s an example taken more or less at random from Cummings’s blog:


There is very powerful feedback between: a) creating dynamic tools to see complex systems deeper (to see inside, see across time, and see across possibilities), thus making it easier to work with reliable knowledge and interactive quantitative models, semi-automating error-correction etc, and b) the potential for big improvements in the performance of political and government decision-making.V



Cummings’s blog is almost unreadable, endlessly spewing out managerial babble of this kind, and very scanty with actual policy proposals for government. The only one I could discover on an admittedly hurried reading was a call for a manned lunar base.

On the other hand, we have conversations between the elite and the people. Note that Cummings drops this elevated chat when addressing voters or telling others how to do so. Their language then becomes superficially more direct and empathetic, but on deeper examination it reveals itself as a patronising and manipulative discourse which has nothing truly in common with the language used by the person in the street – or even everyday practical politics.VI

Indeed, Cummings’s verbless formulations are constructed to be out of reach of either of these modes of true democratic engagement.VII There are arresting comparisons to be made between the way the power elite engages with voters today and pre-modern political discourse, before the emergence of democratic structures and mass parties. The contemporary version is worse, because it is so cynical, knowing and dishonest. At least the eighteenth-century French monarchy and nobility sincerely believed that they were entitled by divine right to rule the masses. So a world has evolved in which politics is divided between the ruler and the ruled, the fixer and the fixed. Underlying all of this is a profound arrogance and brutal contempt for voters and indeed for the structures of democracy itself.VIII

Politicians address individual people in this familiar tone in order to simulate a personal connection that does not exist. At the heart of the new politics is the nightmare assumption that emotion is more important than thought. This dangerous insight lies at the heart of the politics of Johnson and Trump.

Alternatives were canvassed as the French monarchy lost its way in the eighteenth century. The political scientist Charles Montesquieu (an admirer of the British constitution) advocated separation of powers between parliament, the judiciary and executive.IX He held that this would avert both the despotism of the Bourbon monarchs and the tyranny of democracy, thus maintaining order while securing liberty.

These ideas were challenged by the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who argued that humanity is naturally virtuous but turned vicious thanks to the corrupting influence of society: ‘God makes all things good; man meddles with them and they become evil.’X Rousseau advocated the abolition of institutions and their replacement by direct democracy, expressed through what he called the general will. He thought this would preserve man’s natural virtue, because it was the only way human beings could give their consent to being governed.

In France, Rousseau won out with the French Revolution. In Britain and the United States, Rousseau lost to Montesquieu. The political systems of both countries were constructed to stifle anything resembling Rousseau’s general will. Popular opinion was held to be fickle, ignorant and combustible.

Democracy has therefore been constrained by second chambers, revising procedures, a permanent civil service, judges and other prophylactics against the untrammelled operation of the popular will. Formal checks on popular sovereignty were especially important in the early United States, particularly an unelected Senate (which lasted over a hundred years) and the Electoral College to avoid direct election of the president, which still bedevils American elections and threatens to engender the collapse of the United States as a polity.

This limited form of democratic government – called ‘liberal democracy’ or sometimes ‘representative democracy’ – has given rise to resentment, especially in the United States. Its agents are seen (sometimes with justice) as a vested interest, which is why Donald Trump won votes when he promised to ‘drain the swamp’. (Promises unkept: Trump’s administration, like Johnson’s, handsomely rewarded its donors.)

The first anti-establishment candidate to crash the system was the war hero Andrew Jackson on a programme of hostility to federal power, support for white nationalism and entrenched opposition to the abolition of slavery.XI It’s no coincidence that one of Donald Trump’s first acts as president was to visit Jackson’s home in Tennessee. After Jackson’s death, the ‘Know Nothing Party’ became the first movement to make systematic use of conspiracy theories, peddling fake Catholic plots to subvert the American working man through Irish whiskey, German lager and cheap migrant labour. At its peak, the Know-Nothings had over a hundred congressmen and eight state governors. Later ‘populist’ movements counted on ferocious press support. Donald Trump’s favourite film, Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane, is based on the tycoon William Randolph Hearst, whose press empire exploited alarm about immigration to position itself as champion of the forgotten American working class against the corrupt Washington elite.

Hearst foreshadowed Rupert Murdoch, whose outlets likewise blur the boundary between news and entertainment, spreading lies about immigrants while targeting vulnerable minorities and waging war against liberal institutions. Through Fox News, Murdoch provided a backbone of support for Trump, while in Britain his newspapers propelled Boris Johnson to power. Murdoch is therefore one of the most powerful links between Johnson and Trump. Even more important than Murdoch, however, is that the British prime minister and the American president are driven by a hauntingly similar political philosophy.




THE TRIBAL EPISTEMOLOGY OF JOHNSON AND TRUMP

It’s not immediately obvious that either leader has a philosophy at all, so this takes a little explanation with some help from the Stanford University philosopher Thomas Sowell. In his masterly A Conflict of Visions Sowell showed that conservatives and progressives have long had a conflicting conception of human nature.XII

Conservatives, as careful students of history, sense that men and women are frail, imperfect, corruptible and capable of great evil. That is why conservatives have paid special attention to the importance of institutions: established church, parliament, monarchy, the law courts, universities, the regimental tradition and so on. They understand that these institutions embody wisdoms and truths which are beyond the comprehension of individual minds, however clever. Edmund Burke, born in Ireland and – though by trade a journalist and politician – the nearest thing we have to a conservative philosopher, declared: ‘I feel an insuperable reluctance in giving my hand to destroy any established institution of government, upon a theory, however plausible it may be.’

The doctrine of the frailty of man also explains the stress laid by conservatives on apparently minor matters – due process, proper note taking, grammar, good manners and, above all, truth telling. Conservatives sense that human imperfection means that plans for far-reaching change are likely to go wrong. So they prefer to concentrate on smaller matters over which we have direct control.

Progressives tend to see human nature in the opposite way. They believe that institutions frustrate progress because they obstruct self-expression. They think that sincerity – the desire to do the right thing – is much more important than a stuffy insistence on procedure. The end justifies the means. To quote the Viennese political economist J. A. Schumpeter: ‘The first thing a man will do for his ideals is lie.’XIII

I accept that this is an oversimplification, and that progressives have frequently been on the side of legality in the defence of their values against right-wing power, as for example when they rallied opinion for the Spanish Republic, the lawful elected government of Spain, against the rebel generals. But I think it fair to say that progressives, unlike conservatives, see little value in institutions for their own sake. They judge them by their use in furthering progressive goals.

It is mesmerising that both Johnson and Trump, though leaders of the Tory and Republican parties respectively, embody progressive rather than conservative insights about human nature. They are with Rousseau and the French Revolution rather than Montesquieu and the American Constitution. They think the end justifies the means. They wage permanent war on institutions, despise due process and feel enfranchised to fabricate and twist the truth. They reject the Burkeian wisdom that we need to support institutions and observe due process to protect society against the weakness of humanity.



But they wage this war from the right and not the left. I showed in Chapter Three that while Bill Clinton and Tony Blair were both liars, they believed that, as progressive leaders, their lying was sanctioned because it was for the greater good. Trump and Johnson are different. Neither lies out of idealism. Both leaders prey on the dark side of human nature. Both combine right-wing political instincts with progressive methods.

This is rare in the history of conservative politics, but not unknown. Bertrand Russell wrote of Rousseau’s idea of the general will, and its intolerance for minorities, in 1946: ‘Its first fruits in practice were the reign of Robespierre; the dictatorships of Russia and Germany (especially the latter) are the outcome of Rousseau’s teaching.’XIV

History does not repeat itself, but it is wise to pay attention to its lessons. Trump and Johnson lie for power, to get their way, to save their skins, sometimes, one feels, for the sheer hell of it. Trump relies on his standing as the anti-establishment outsider who can rely on the common man against enemies, real and imaginary, while Johnson often conducts himself as if he believes the Brexit referendum of June 2016 has given him a political legitimacy to trash British institutions like Parliament, the Supreme Court and the BBC.

For both the prime minister and the president, truth has become a weapon which can be reshaped, cancelled or deployed according to the needs of the moment. This means they are redefining the idea of truth that has lain at the heart of public discourse in Britain and the United States for the last 250 years. This is the notion that truth is something we can share. Instead, the American president and the British prime minister are transferring truth from public into private hands. This is, in some ways, similar to the privatisation of water or electricity companies. Truth falls into the hands of a new and unaccountable set of owners. It can be bought and sold by shareholders, poisoned and polluted and turned into an instrument of state or private power.

Above all, however, this means ditching the idea of an outside verifiable reality, one of the central ideas of the Anglo-American school of empirical philosophy. In fact, it means denying the existence of independent reality at all and abolishing what President Obama called the ‘common baseline of facts’.XV

Social anthropologists have a term for this: tribal epistemology.XVI In a profound reshaping of the public domain, the long-accepted distinction between truth and falsehood is replaced by truth and error. In the words of the American journalist David Roberts: ‘Information is evaluated not on conformity to common standards of evidence or correspondence to a common understanding of the world, but on whether it supports the tribe’s values and goals and is vouchsafed by tribal leaders. “Good for our side” and “true” begin to blur into one.’XVII

There is nothing new about this kind of attitude. Recalling his experiences in the Spanish Civil War, George Orwell wrote: ‘But what impressed me then, and has impressed me ever since, is that atrocities are believed in or disbelieved in solely on grounds of political predilection. Everyone believes in the atrocities of the enemy and disbelieves in those of his own side, without ever bothering to examine the evidence.’XVIII This epistemology is natural in a civil war. But it is incompatible with democracy. It removes the possibility of fair-minded argument. The other side can only be wrong and must be shouted down or suppressed.

This attitude helps explain why President Trump and Prime Minister Johnson get away with so many lies. Their supporters assume that whatever they say is true, and whatever their opponents say is false. There has always been a strong element of this in even democratic discourse, but it’s got much worse. The rise of social media has not helped. When the internet got going twenty-five years ago there was reason to hope that it would lead to a more diverse and generous political discourse. We now know that it can discourage nuance, create isolated communities and spread hatred and bigotry, and that it is open to manipulation.XIX

We are slowly learning about the consequences. If defeated in an election, the other side is expected to acquiesce in everything the victors do, and silence their belief that the victors are mistaken. We are losing that common domain where rival groups can come together peacefully and in good faith. Democracy can function only when all sides agree some common basis of truth and how to establish it.




HOW TO FIGHT BACK

The British prime minister has repeatedly lied. About economic policy, about Brexit, about trade, about borders, about the Covid pandemic. He has lied to voters, to ministers, to journalists, to Parliament. He has lied to adults. He has lied to children.XX

Nobody would tolerate this level of deceit in a friend, a colleague, an employer or a spouse. Yet Johnson’s lying has been facilitated and, in many cases, actively defended, by MPs, the Conservative Party itself, allies in the press – and by millions of voters. Not only does Boris Johnson tell lies but his government has encouraged a culture of lying, in which lies are normal and their practitioners rewarded. This culture is corroding the British state.

Here are some ways we can all fight back against it.

One: Parliament must once again take lying seriously. I am sending this book to the speaker of the House of Commons, Lindsay Hoyle, and to the Lord Speaker, Norman Fowler. I will urge both to take action against any government statements which mislead their respective Houses, and in particular to demand that these be corrected within one week by a written ministerial statement in their respective Hansards, within a special space for ministerial corrections. Sometimes statements made in good faith are corrected on the basis of more up-to-date information. That would be shown on the minister’s correction.

Crucially, this would enable the public to assume that without such an indication the original statement was made in bad faith. Whoever made it would be named and shamed. That would be a useful deterrent. If you agree with this idea, please write to both Speakers to support it.

Two: if you have a Conservative MP, as soon as you become aware of a government lie, ask him or her to demand its retraction and correction. If you get a negative or weak reply, ask your local media to name and shame the MP.

Three: if you are a public servant and you are asked to prepare or abet a government lie, ask for a written order from your superior. Send a copy of this to your permanent secretary or other chief of your organisation and whoever is appointed to listen to staff concerned about acting unethically. (Every public organisation has one, although yours may be hard to find.)

Four: this is unlikely, but if you are directly attacked in a government lie from a ministerial source, sue the minister concerned. Sue Boris Johnson himself if the lie comes from Number 10, as so many do. If you know anyone in this position, ask him or her to do the same. Serving a writ for defamation on the minister, especially Boris Johnson, in a public place would be a valuable demonstration that ministers should take responsibility for their underlings.

Five: I have not mentioned the assault by Boris Johnson and his ministers on the judiciary. So far this has been verbal rather than practical, and was very well set out by the popular Secret Barrister in The Guardian.XXI A key message in all the attacks, particularly over the Brexit decisions, is that the judges are frustrating the will of the people. This is a coded attack on Parliament as well as the judiciary, since the latter were only enforcing the law as passed by Parliament. Again, you might care to put pressure on your MP if he or she is a Conservative. Ask him or her to commit to opposing any government which a) restrains the public from seeking to make the government obey the law; b) limits their chance of finding an affordable lawyer to do this for them; c) limits the power of the judiciary to make the government comply with the law. Again, name and shame any MP who gives a poor reply. It is worth asking Conservative peers to make the same commitment if you know any, since the House of Lords (stuffed with senior lawyers) is likely to be a better source of resistance.

Six: if you take any of these initiatives, you must inform the Committee on Standards in Public Life. We still have one, although it is a sleeping giant. The chairman is Lord Evans of Weardale, the former chief of the domestic intelligence service MI5. He has been slow to wake up.

Seven: insist that our newspapers and media care about the truth. Complain if they repeat the prime minister’s many lies. Demand that they challenge the prime minister when he lies. This is important because many of us in media as well as politics were part of this destruction of the public space. We still are. There are exceptions, but few and isolated. That is because the problem is not personal. We have on our hands a structural fascination with the short-term, the transient and destructive. We in the media have built up charlatans and we have abandoned the virtues of honesty, integrity, self-sacrifice and a sense of duty. We have been parochial twice over: first, in our failure to pay serious attention to the rest of the world; second, in our neglect of the lessons of our own history. We have treated politics as a game.

The adulation of Boris Johnson and Donald Trump, media superstars in politics, is the most obvious manifestation of this collective act of betrayal. But ultimately Johnson and Trump are only the symptom and not the cause. It is time to stand and fight for decency, tolerance, truth, and the freedom which comes with it. Serious times of suffering, tragedy and hardship now lie ahead.




POSTSCRIPT

Donald Trump’s relatively narrow defeat in the 2020 US election led to a final deluge of lies from the White House. The outgoing president refused to concede defeat long after the result became obvious, and for several weeks publicly entertained conspiracy theories that Joe Biden’s victory was fraudulent.I

Trump deployed the state apparatus to substantiate these wild and combustible claims. Trump’s attorney general, William Barr, authorised an official investigation into supposed voting irregularities.II Meanwhile, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo talked about ‘a smooth transition to a second Trump administration’.III

Britain would normally have condemned this conduct. Despite being given opportunities to do so, neither Boris Johnson, nor his foreign secretary Dominic Raab, challenged Trump’s account of events.IV

More than that Boris Johnson was slow to congratulate Joe Biden, and when he finally did so a mistake meant the words ‘Trump’ and ‘second term’ could faintly be seen in the prime minister’s message of congratulations.V Some speculated this meant Downing Street had expected Trump to win.VI

Two weeks after the election Dominic Cummings quit. His destructive approach had echoed Trump’s mayhem, bombast, disregard for rules and hatred of institutions. Johnson’s hostility to due process and integrity in government, however, was unabated. On 19 November an investigation found Home Secretary Priti Patel guilty of bullying civil servants.VII This placed her in breach of the Ministerial Code, signed off by Johnson himself, which read: ‘Harassing, bullying or other inappropriate or discriminating behaviour wherever it takes place is not consistent with the Ministerial Code and will not be tolerated.’VIII Johnson strongly defended her.

On 16 November the Johnson government announced that the death toll from Covid-19 stood at 52,147. The real figure was around 75,000.IX

With Trump gone, Johnson became the only leader of a Western liberal democracy openly set on challenging international norms. The former British ambassador to the US, Kim Darroch (who Johnson had sacked on Trump’s insistence), remarked how ‘fascinated’ Johnson had seemed by Trump and his use of language: ‘The limited vocabulary, the simplicity of the messaging, the disdain for political correctness, the sometimes incendiary imagery, and the at best intermittent relationship with facts and the truth.’

For Trump read Johnson. For Johnson read Trump. Trump’s assault on truth has been beaten back (for the time being) in the United States. In Boris Johnson’s Britain the culture of political lying and cheating grows deeper and more pervasive. Ordinary decency is ignored and the rule of law under attack. It’s time to fight back.

Peter Oborne, 14 December 2020
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