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So I’ve decided that I’m going to save democracy in the UK. I honestly believe I have at least some of the answers. You may think we are in political chaos but I can help get us out of this mess. If politicians just do what I advise, we’ll be heading in the right direction.


Democracy cannot thrive without trust. The people must believe in the politicians or the system won’t work. Two actions would contribute significantly to winning back trust: senior politicians have got to dare to tell the truth again, and they have to make themselves accountable to the people again. At present they are not doing either of those things sufficiently.


Truth matters. I learned that in my first philosophy lecture at Manchester University when we were introduced to Plato. Of course Plato wouldn’t be allowed in a university today, he’d be no-platformed for so many reasons, not least because he thought women inferior. But Plato believed that the search for truth and the ideal of truth were key to any successful society. And it’s because my life as a journalist has been about seeking truth that I ask you to follow my argument. Across Western democracies, we have politicians trying to tell us truth is relative and something they can just define for themselves, without relating it to established facts. Indeed, they have invented a new concept: ‘alternative facts’. This is dangerous nonsense. The frontrunner in all this is Donald Trump. Of course, in order to get away with his lies, Trump has to try to undermine the group who hold politicians to account: journalists. So we must be regularly condemned as purveyors of so-called ‘fake news’. Well you don’t need to be as clever as Plato to realise that fake news cannot exist. If it was fake, it didn’t happen so it wasn’t news. Sorry Donald.


Imagine what Plato would make of Donald Trump. In fact, let’s bring them together. What you might call a meeting of one mind. Obviously I mean Trump’s mind because he’s told us he’s a genius. A stable genius. What should Plato and Donald Trump discuss? Here’s one of my favourite lies – Trump has promoted the notion that the sound of windmills gives you cancer. I love it. At first you think it’s just nonsense, not a lie. But it is a lie and a lie very much of our time because lying about science is rampant among these politicians who think they can just make up facts to suit them. Trump, of course, has form in this area: he supports the ludicrous anti-vaxxer Andrew Wakefield who I first exposed on TV more than twenty years ago. Trump has abandoned any belief in the primacy of truth. If the leader of a democracy no longer believes in the fundamental importance of truth, then that democracy is undermined. That is what has happened in the US and we must not allow it to happen here.


The Brexit referendum has been the catalyst for a significant fall in trust; but the trend has been downwards for some time. The British people have historically had a healthy distrust of politicians. A Gallup survey in 1944 found that only a third of voters thought politicians were motivated by care for their country. Will Moy of Full Fact – an excellent service devoted to fighting bad information and promoting the good – points out, ‘We have to remember the public has always had a low view of politicians. Healthy scepticism is normal but cynicism is dangerous and justified cynicism is most dangerous of all. We now have some people in politics who don’t think that telling the truth is something they have to be committed to at all. That destroys belief in politics.’


Prior to Brexit, it was generally quoted that 21 per cent of the British public trusted British politicians. Yes, it really was that high. Bad news: in a recent survey of 2,000 UK voters carried out in August 2019 for Channel Five Television, just nine per cent of people said that politicians were trustworthy. Far more than nine per cent of the UK population think Princess Diana was murdered – 33 per cent. (Just so you know; she wasn’t. I carried out a major television investigation and discovered that she died because she got into a car driven by a man under the influence who went too fast and she wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. Quelle surprise. Prince Philip is off the hook for that particular accident.) Meanwhile, the proportion of the British population who believe in aliens from outer space is 36 per cent. So British politicians are less trusted than the existence of little green men. (And little green women. There’s a lot of sexism in the world of UFOs.) But if people, including gender neutral and non-binary people, from outer space frighten you, how much more frightened should you be that more than double the number of our citizens believe in Martians than believe in politicians?


How do we help politicians regain public trust? They don’t seem to be helping themselves, so they need outside assistance. They have always been pretty rude to each other. Could you imagine your employer allowing you to bray like a donkey at someone who disagrees with you at work? But some scenes in the House of Commons in autumn 2019, as I write this, have been truly shocking. The Times Political Editor, Francis Elliott, said that he could not remember, in his twenty-year career, ‘hatred being so nakedly expressed’. At Channel Four, I commissioned a programme about internal divisions in the Tory Party over Brexit. Much bleeping of swearwords was necessary to comply with broadcasting regulations. And they were talking about their fellow party members, not Jeremy Corbyn. Internecine warfare in the Labour Party, especially in the row over anti-Semitism, has also been unedifying. It often seems that politicians have lost all respect for each other.


I’m the head of news and current affairs at Channel Four and maybe you wonder why I, a TV journalist, would want to help politicians regain public trust. The first reason is that, contrary to what many might assume, I believe the majority of politicians honestly started out wanting to do good. OK, it’s their version of what ‘good’ is but they do have a public service ethos. As journalist Isabel Hardman put it, ‘Most MPs wanted to go into politics to make the world a better place.’ The majority could have earned much more elsewhere. That is not because they are more talented than the rest of us, in case that thought even passed through your head, which I accept is unlikely. It’s because so many of them come from privileged backgrounds: two of our three recent prime ministers went to Eton, all three went to Oxford. Some would say all three fucked up their country in one way or another. I have to be duly impartial on that one. What I would say is that whatever bad things resulted from what they did, they did not set out to do evil.


But the really important reason I want to help politicians is that, if voters lose trust in politicians, then they can lose trust in democracy. Brexit has exacerbated what was a growing problem: in that same Channel Five survey, 77 per cent of people said their trust in politicians had fallen significantly since the Brexit vote. And 70 per cent of people said they didn’t think MPs were honest. Let’s pause on that for a moment: the great majority of British voters think that the people whose job it is to look after their interests are, at best, economical with the truth.


We don’t need Sherlock Holmes to help us find the causes. In fact, he might be a clue in himself, given that Benedict Cumberbatch has played both the great detective and Dominic Cummings. Here are a few of the Vote Leave messages: we were told the EU was going to ban the British kettle; we were assured the EU was preventing us from protecting polar bears; and if the threat of French kettles and dead furry creatures didn’t frighten us sufficiently, we were informed that Turkey, with its population of 76 million, was joining the EU. For those British bulldogs who could not be moved by threats to electrical equipment or wildlife at the North Pole, there was the wonderful promise of £350 million extra for the NHS every week if we left the EU. Imagine if you had honestly believed those claims and now see them widely derided? How would you feel?
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