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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.
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