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For all those people to whom I have ever
lied, nearly lied, economised with facts
or been phoney, insecure or pretentious.

This is for you.

I fear there are too many of you to mention by name.

 

 

And for Guillaume

To whom I am incapable of being anything other than completely honest.
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INTRODUCTION

Bullshit old and new

Back in May 2013, a former speech writer for Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama gave a commencement address to the graduating students of Pitzer College in Claremont, Southern California. Jon Lovett was only thirty years old at the time, but had not only spent three years working in the White House; he had been the head writer on an NBC sitcom (1600 Penn) and had also worked as a stand-up comedian. Few people better understand the rules of modern communication, in politics or beyond, than him.

The subject of his speech to the students that day was bullshit. He was not a fan. He described it as ‘one of the greatest threats we face’.

We are drowning in it. We are drowning in partisan rhetoric that is just true enough not to be a lie; in industry-sponsored research; in social media’s imitation of human connection; in legalese and corporate double-speak. It infects every facet of public life, corrupting our discourse, wrecking our trust in major institutions, lowering our standards for the truth, making it harder to achieve anything.1

I think we all know how he felt. We are assailed by the stuff all day, from the moment we get up and turn on the radio next to our bed, to the emails we get at work, to the ads we try to avoid as we surf the web, to the pretentious restaurant menus that we encounter when we want a special night out, or the distortions of history laced into the plotlines of movies that purport to be ‘inspired by real events’.

But the bullshit to which Mr Lovett was referring is particularly a product of that special class of modern professional communicator: the people who are paid to craft messages and explain things to us. They turn out to be the worst offenders when it comes to mangling the message in a way that obscures the plain truth. Political spin and obfuscation; clumsily drafted corporate press releases; the weasel words and excuses of mediocre bureaucrats; the faux-friendly signage that tries to boss us around in our daily lives; exaggerated distortions we read in newspapers desperate to arouse our interest.

Jon Lovett referred to the numerous books on the subject. One is called Your Call Is Important to Us: The Truth About Bullshit.2 ‘There is so much bullshit that one hardly knows where to begin,’ the author, Laura Penny, wrote, her title making the point that we are assaulted by it in all corners of our lives. I doubt anyone will disagree with the simple proposition that professional bullshit is a pervasive and important phenomenon. And I should know, because I work in the bullshit industry: I interview politicians on TV and chat with chief executives on the radio. And we who work in the media world have to sell our programmes to our audiences, and that sometimes means trying to make them sound big even if the material is small or medium. My job is to listen to bullshit, to try to expose it and to manufacture my share of it too.

In his speech, Jon Lovett implored the students to strive for truth in their lives, to speak up when they see something wrong and not to be afraid to get into people’s faces. And he went on:

I believe we may have reached ‘peak bullshit’. And that increasingly, those who push back against the noise and nonsense; those who refuse to accept the untruths of politics and commerce and entertainment and government will be rewarded. That we are at the beginning of something important.

Well, as I say, Jon Lovett gave his speech in 2013 and he was right to say that we were at the beginning of something important, but he was wrong as to what that was. Within a few years all the everyday bullshit to which we had become so accustomed was overtaken by a new kind of politics, and a new kind of bullshit to accompany it. I was as surprised as anyone else. In 2013, I had already started thinking about this book and I agreed with Lovett that we had reached peak bullshit, that the public had grown cynical of nonsense; become habituated to the tiresome techniques of the professional spinners; could see through exaggeration and deception; and would reward those who demonstrated authenticity and honesty. And then there it was: the reaction came and it was not the emergence of a new breed of plain-speaking, common-sense honest politician; rather, it was an international wave of populist politicians who smashed through the old conventions of political obfuscation, and who introduced us to a new style of communication replete with attention-grabbing propositions that have no basis in fact or expert judgement at all. To take one random example, Donald Trump made the claim that old-style CFC-infused aerosol hairsprays were never damaging to the ozone layer when the gases were released inside an apartment building.3 He is not the only one to specialise in this form of assertion. In 2013, before Trump was barely a politician, the Czech president Miloš Zeman was pontificating on the effects of smoking: ‘I myself only started smoking when I was twenty-seven years old, when my body had fully developed, and tobacco could no longer harm it. So let me recommend your children to do the same: wait until the age of twenty-seven, and then smoke without any risk whatsoever,’ he said on a visit to a Philip Morris cigarette factory, to the despair of health professionals.4

And then along came the term ‘post-truth’, an expression of frustration and anguish from a liberal class discombobulated by the political disruptions of 2016. It was in that year, one could say the great political schism to divide Western societies switched from being a left–right one to being about liberalism and populism, each with different priorities, values and tribal allegiances. Post-truth came to refer to a number of different things; the liberals’ use of the phrase was obviously fuelled by Donald Trump’s election campaign, but that was just a small part of it. In the UK’s EU referendum campaign, both sides were said to have used extreme exaggeration or direct falsehood in order to draw attention to the issues that favoured their side of the argument.5 These were not off-the-cuff stream-of-consciousness meanderings, but claims that were carefully calculated to get attention, and some stretched the norms that have tended to discipline political campaigns in Britain. Surprisingly, some deceptions were peddled by intelligent and generally honest people, who felt it opportune to mislead because the penalties of so doing were outweighed by the benefits.

The cluster of post-truth worries extended to other phenomena too: fake news stories spread online (a consequence of a technology that ironically makes it easier for non-reputable sources of news to get attention); conspiracy theories, such as the bizarre claim that a Washington DC pizzeria was the base of a child sex ring run by Hillary Clinton and her aide John Podesta; wilful and sometimes offensive provocation online or in print; and finally, a certain scepticism of expert opinion.6

It’s not hard to see why the term post-truth emerged; there were genuine changes in the way public discourse was conducted, and they were accompanied by a widespread liberal terror at everything that was happening in the world. But this book is not about the politics of 2016 or the presidency of Donald Trump; it is about honesty and communication. And although the political convulsions of 2016 are real and are connected to concerns about the abuse of facts, it is important to sit down, take a deep breath and pause for reflection on the degree to which lying is uniquely a feature of our era. For all the extremes of our time, the post-truth phenomena are rooted in styles of communication that we are familiar with and we all use. It might be tempting to think, just as Jon Lovett did in 2013, that we have now reached some kind of uniquely dysfunctional era in public and private communication, but it is useful to remember what came before the post-truth era. It was preceded by the modern marketing techniques of the twentieth century, which saw messages so perfectly crafted as to be no longer grounded in reality. Or go back further: do you think there was no bullshit in the court of Henry VIII? Or in the medieval Catholic Church? Read Anthony Trollope’s The Way We Live Now, published in 1875, for a compelling account of Victorianera mendacity and nonsense. (In Chapter 1, Lady Carbury implores three different editors to commission good write-ups of her first book, referring to the corrupt system of reviews: ‘To puff and to get one’s self puffed have become different branches of a new profession.’7)

Or take the Soviet Union. Deprived of the enormous advertising industry that we have, it lacked the PR professionals and sharp-suited, slick political consultants we know and love, yet there were still endless government messages telling the citizens how well things were going. Poster depictions of implausibly fit characters in strident poses against utopian backdrops; slogans such as ‘We will fulfil and over-fulfil Stalin’s new five-year plan with honour!’ or ‘Forward to a new, powerful rise of socialist transport!’ and ‘Let’s vote on merit!’ (in a country with single-candidate elections). These Soviet government messages were bullshit by any measure.8

So, to inject some perspective into the current debate, the purpose of this book is to provide a first-principles look at mendacity and nonsense, both in the post-truth era and – if I may coin a phrase – in the pre-post-truth period too. I still agree with the central argument of Jon Lovett’s commencement address, that we have too much bullshit, but we are not going to get far in improving public discourse without understanding it. So my mission here is to try to set out why bullshit is so ubiquitous, why it sometimes ‘works’ and why it often goes too far. In short, my aim is to explain why bullshit has an appeal, and how we can get the best from the bullshit-ridden dialogue we have.

This is not a narrow study of the alt-right, or of Donald Trump or the EU referendum, but it is relevant to all of these. Throughout, I adopt a very broad notion of bullshit: I take it as any form of communication – verbal or non-verbal – that is not the clearest or most succinct statement of the sincere and reasonably held beliefs of the communicator. On this account, lying is bullshit; trying to deceive without lying is bullshit; and the myriad forms of padding that are designed to impress, obfuscate or attract attention are also bullshit. Flannel and waffle, distracting decoration or flamboyance, artifice and insincerity, pure nonsense and gibberish all come under my definition. I’m taking it as a far broader concept than that which is deployed by some (notably the philosopher Harry Frankfurt, whose essay ‘On Bullshit’ first made the word and the topic a respectable subject of study).9 But I do think the wider definition matches the vast swathe of things to which the word bullshit is applied in common usage. The book is replete with examples of things that meet my definition, but I’m happy to concede that there can even be good bullshit as well as bad.

The central question

The issue at the heart of this book, and the underlying concern about a post-truth society, is why there is so much bullshit. My interest in this subject has partly been ignited by a career in broadcasting, but also by a background in economics. It is not well known, but over the last five decades economists have begun to appreciate that information plays a huge part in the effective functioning of markets. The fact that there are asymmetries of knowledge – that sellers may know more than buyers about the quality of the items being traded – really matters. So economists have studied the theoretical conditions in which it is possible to believe what you are told. However, being economists, they often make the assumption that we are all rational: that if someone has an incentive to lie to us, we would never be so silly as to trust them.

This rational model is interesting, but it struggles to explain the sheer volume of nonsense that we observe, so much of this book is devoted to explaining the irrational appeal of bullshit. There are two related mysteries: why would anyone be taken in by the stuff if it is blatant nonsense, or if the claims made are highly likely to be worthless? And if no rational person would be taken in by it, why on earth is so much breath wasted on producing it? If we can’t answer those questions, then we’ll never understand why bullshit is so resilient, defying all attempts to outlaw it.

These two mysteries make bullshit an intriguing topic. The ‘your call is important to us’ refrain, to which we have all been exposed, surely doesn’t make us think our call is important. Does the company saying it think we are fooled by it? I doubt that too, yet call centres persist in repeating it. There must be something more subtle going on for this kind of behaviour to persist.

Or take the ingenious but hollow brand slogans to which we have become habituated: ‘Happiness is a cigar called Hamlet’, Mr Kipling makes ‘exceedingly good cakes’ and ‘A Mars a day helps you work, rest and play’. I think we are streetwise enough to know that these are not to be taken literally. We know what a Mars bar is and what it does for us. The advertising might induce us to buy more of them, but I doubt it was ever because we believed Mars bars help us work, rest or play.

This central curiosity of bullshit – why so much of it exists even when it is transparently drivel – is well illustrated by an anecdote in Robert Service’s A History of Modern Russia.10 Some time under the rule of President Brezhnev, a young woman is stopped from distributing pamphlets of protest next to Lenin’s Mausoleum. But on inspection her pamphlets are found to contain only blank pages. When she is asked to explain, she replies, ‘Why bother writing? Everybody knows.’11 Everybody knows the reality of life in the Soviet Union, there is no need to spell it out. But when everybody knows something is the case, what is the role of communication in trying to promote it or hide it? In the Soviet example, the ‘why bother writing?’ question should most pertinently have been asked of the propagandists themselves. Why did they bother trying to push the party line when their work appears to have had almost no effect? As Robert Service says, ‘Citizens had their own direct experience of Soviet history and politics, and were in an excellent position to pass a private judgement on the words of party propagandists.’12 Instead of making people feel good about the Soviet state, all the effort expended in poster design simply made people feel bad about the authorities who were apparently deluded. It was, at best, slightly worse than useless. The end result, to quote Service again, is that ‘the state was regarded with suspicion by practically everybody’.13 Indeed, even the propagandists knew they were wasting their time: a survey of them in the Moscow of the 1960s found only one in eleven thought that their Marxist-Leninist message was actually being absorbed into the personal convictions of their audiences. ‘And so this most politicizing of states had induced a pervasive political apathy.’14

There are two reactions to the observation that talking nonsense is potentially futile. One is to condemn it, and say it should be resisted as it achieves nothing but undermining trust and increasing cynicism. The other reaction is to ask whether it might have some other underlying purpose, beyond direct persuasion. In this book, I’ll follow both of these paths. One thesis is that in many walks of life, such as politics and business, our culture is rather like that of the former Soviet Union in being characterised by a pervasive tendency of those in authority to overstate their case. They bombard us with messages that are disconnected from reality as we see it. In the Soviet case, it was the reality that was shameful; in ours, it is the communicators.

But we also have to recognise that the bad habits of modern communication evolved for a reason. It clearly makes sense not to be truthful at times, and until we know when and where deception and discretion have a role we will not have much idea why the two have become habitually used to excess. In short, to see why professional communicators don’t always see it as their job to be candid, we have to ask what the pressures are that drive them not to be.

A small amount of introspection will probably demonstrate the point: the more you observe yourself, the more you realise genuine frankness is not the norm but the exception. We are all economical with the truth in our daily and professional lives, often with benign intent. In the last week you may have told the odd white lie, you may have hidden your ignorance in a conversation, embroidered an anecdote you were telling, offered encouragement or sympathy to someone who didn’t deserve it . . . or maybe you have lied in a less benign form, exaggerating an expense claim to ensure that the unallowable cost of a bottle of wine is reimbursed to you. As we strive to identify the habits of communicators from the understandable to the indefensible, let’s not just assume this is a book about other people. It is to a very large extent about us all.

Structure of the book

The book has three sections. The first sets out the multifarious forms in which bullshit comes, and the problem it represents. The common but simplistic view of it is encapsulated by the dictionary definition: the verb to bullshit is ‘to talk nonsense to someone, typically in an attempt to deceive them’. A classic case would be the deceit of a snake-oil salesman. A travelling vendor passes through town, trying to sell a magic remedy by lying about its composition and falsely suggesting it has curative powers. He is a bullshit-spouting quack, but will move on to the next town before any foolish purchaser realises his potion is useless. I imagine this is what most people think bullshit in the post-truth era is all about: the lying politician trying to sell us snake-oil remedies to complex problems or cynical corporations pretending to do good, when they are really only interested in making money. But this example of deceit captures only a fraction of the bullshit that is showered upon us every day. Beyond old-fashioned lying there are multiple varieties of not-quite-lying-but-nevertheless-trying-to-mislead. Then it is often the case that the people talking nonsense have persuaded themselves that what they are saying is true, so they are not lying in the literal sense of the word; we all have a strong capacity to delude ourselves, and if it is convenient to believe something we will often come round to believing it. On top of this, bullshit can be a- factual in the sense that it is neither true nor false; it bears no relation to facts at all. And finally, it even comes in the form of actions, rather than words, that are designed to signal something not quite true.

The second section of the book consists of four chapters that try to explain the phenomenon. It does not take the view that to understand is to forgive, but it does try to understand. It offers four kinds of explanation of bullshit. First, sometimes a false statement is subtly revealing of a truth, because the choice of false statement says something honest about the communicator. This perhaps accounts for some of the appeal of Donald Trump, who, it has been noted, was taken seriously but not literally by his supporters.15 Secondly, we are not rational beings and so sometimes communication can exploit our psychological foibles to manipulate our thinking and feelings. Thirdly, there is an argument over time horizons. The truth usually emerges, given long enough; but in the short term, it may be possible to fool enough people for a sufficient time to score an advantage. And fourth, in a society where a culture of bullshit is the norm, it may be irresistible to conform for even the most straightforward and honest person.

Between them, these four chapters are designed to show that communication can be informative even if it is not true; it can be persuasive even if it is not informative; it can be effective in the short term even if it is not persuasive in the long term. And if everyone is doing it, it can be irresistible even if it is not effective.

The final section looks at how we can raise our game, protect ourselves against manipulative attempts to deceive, and improve public discourse. It firstly argues for communicators to be more modest in their goals. While bullshit can have an impact, what it can’t do is sustainably convince most people that false propositions are true, when contrary evidence is there to be seen. You may say that your product is good, but that doesn’t make it good, and it won’t be believed that it’s good if consumers are able to make their own judgement. So stop trying. The hard sell has become overused, and has worn out.

This section also argues that there is a strong link between open-mindedness and honesty; that gullibility is often a result of too strong a hope that something is true. Finally, it suggests that societies are particularly vulnerable to temporary epidemics of credulity when people stop caring about where the evidence lies, and instead ask, whose side is that communicator on? It is no coincidence that concern about a post-truth era came at a time of unusually extreme division and tribalism in the West. The unsettling breakdown of the traditional left–right spectrum, the anger at elites, the rise of identity politics – all are conducive to claim and counter-claim. A certain number of people seem to hold views not because they think the evidence supports them, but because they feel that professing a belief in them can serve as an expression of group allegiance and loyalty. Those who want a less bullshit-prone society had better worry about the cause of the divisions, as much as they do the symptoms.


SECTION ONE

WHAT

The many forms which mendacity and nonsense can take, in a post-truth world and the era that preceded it


1

Truth, Post-Truth and Post-Fact

Bullshit in the form of mendacity

Facts and lies

You may remember the murders in Soham in Cambridgeshire in 2002. Two young girls, ten-year-old Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, went missing on a Sunday afternoon in August, having enjoyed a barbecue and then gone to buy some sweets together. Thirteen days later, after a period in which Britain had been gripped by the case and news channels had covered little else, their bodies were found six miles away from where they had last been seen.1

The last man to have spoken to the girls was a caretaker at a local college, Ian Huntley. The police began to suspect that he might have been involved in their disappearance, and searching his property and the school where he worked they found compelling evidence against him. He was charged with murder three days after the bodies were recovered.

Huntley went to trial the next year and admitted to having killed the girls, but in court he argued the deaths had been accidental. In his defence he concocted one of the most elaborate and implausible stories in modern criminal history. He claimed that he had encountered the girls near his house that afternoon and that Holly had a stubborn nosebleed. He had taken them both upstairs to his bathroom in an effort to help. This is how the Press Association reported Huntley’s barrister’s account of what happened:

Mr Huntley was getting pieces of tissue or toilet paper, putting them under the cold tap to cool them and handing them to Holly, and on one of his turns from getting the wet tissue he slipped and it seems that he may well have banged into her as she was sitting on the edge of the bath, and she went backwards . . . When Holly went in the bath, which had roughly 18 inches of water in it because Mr Huntley was going to wash his dog, Jessica stood up and started screaming ‘You pushed her, you pushed her’. And he then turned towards Jessica and either with one hand or two, he’s not sure, put his hands out towards Jessica, his memory is over her mouth, to stop her screaming. For how long he was in that position he can’t say. But he was then conscious that Jessica was no longer supporting herself on her feet. He let go and she went to the ground. He then turned round to the bath and Holly was lying in the bath, apparently dead. He lifted Holly out of the bath, put her on the floor, looked for signs of breathing and found none. He turned his attention to Jessica, he looked for signs of breathing and found none.2, 3

Most people reading this can appreciate that it all sounds absurdly implausible. In fact, I think we may call this lying at its purest. It is a credit to the British legal system that, for the duration of the trial, Huntley’s account was mostly treated without public derision, because a defence case needs to be given respect until the jury has reached its verdict. But it is telling that in order to spare the embarrassment of the barristers who have to spout such obvious nonsense as a matter of professional obligation, we dress them in wigs and gowns in court, thus drawing a distinction between their real selves and their legal personas. Their fancy dress says, ‘I’m offering this account on behalf of my client, but that doesn’t mean I believe it any more than you do.’

Now, when it comes to direct lies like this, facts are key. The lie has a clear relationship to the facts, in that it is wholly opposed to them. And for many, direct lies are central to fears that we are in a post-truth age; indeed, the term post-fact has been used almost interchangeably with post-truth. One worry is that public figures are happy to assert facts that are simply not true, or to talk about alternative facts. The other fashionable concern is that fake news stories (i.e., lies) are shared across social media before anyone notices that the original source is far from reliable. The news website BuzzFeed looked at some of the successful fake stories of 2016:

The top-performing fake news story identified in the analysis is a hoax from October that claimed President Obama had banned reciting the Pledge of Allegiance in schools. It was published by ABCNews.com.co, a fake site made to look like ABC News that scored six hits in the top 50. The Obama hoax generated more than 2.1 million shares, comments, and reactions on Facebook in just two months.4

Others included in the BuzzFeed Top 50 were:

•   Woman arrested for defecating on boss’ desk after winning the lottery

•   Obama passed law for grandparents to get all their grandchildren every weekend

•   Pro-Lifers Declare: ‘Ejaculation is Murder, Every Sperm Cell Is A Life’

•   Daycare Busted Running Toddler Fight Club, Parents Outraged

Whatever the motivations of the writers of these particular false stories, and I assume some were intended as a joke, the interesting cases are those in which facts are deliberately asserted with the intention that they should be believed to be true, in the full knowledge that they are not.

But while facts (or falsehoods) like these appear straightforward, in public discourse they turn out to be a more complicated phenomenon than post-fact anxieties acknowledge. There are certainly such things as facts, and no one should persuade you otherwise. But aside from quite banal facts (‘the sun is shining’) we always have to use judgement in deciding what is a fact and what to believe: we have to apply a judgement as to the weight of evidence in its support relative to the weight of interpretation put on it.

So for example, is it a fact that Ian Huntley’s account of the dreadful events that occurred in his house was a lie? None of us were there; we can’t be sure he was lying; we simply think his account was too far-fetched to be plausible, and given all the other evidence available about his character and behaviour, it seems reasonable to say he was making it up. And if we ask why we need to know whether he was lying, it is to determine guilt and apply punishment; certainly the evidence was sufficiently convincing to convict. But it is still a matter of judgement, even if in this extreme case the judgement was a straightforward one.

Similarly, most of us take it as a fact that CFC gases destroy the ozone layer, not because we have observed this ourselves but because people we trust have told us so. Some people take it as a fact that Brexit is bad for the British economy, but it is really only correct to say that most expert and business opinion believes Brexit is bad for the British economy, which is different from saying it actually is. Again, judgement almost always plays a part in our decisions as to what is a fact and what is true. Facts may be probably true, or partly true, or possibly true in some contexts but irrelevant in others. I think of them as like beams used in construction: that a beam is made of steel is important, but when inserting one to support a building the question is not simply what material it is made of, but whether it is capable of bearing the weight that is being loaded upon it. Debates over which interpretation of the facts is the right one are often less about truth and more about the proportionality of the facts cited in making the case set out.

And because judgement plays a part in assessing this, we have to be aware that much of the mendacity we encounter does not come in as obvious or extreme a form as the example from Ian Huntley or from the cases of fake news. Those are simply at one end of a spectrum of factual deception, but there are many other more nuanced types of mendacity elsewhere on that scale. Without necessarily asserting a statement that is false, people will try to persuade us to believe something that is not true, not quite true or not the whole truth.

Perhaps the reason that these softer forms of deception are so prevalent is that Western societies have made the legal and reputational penalties for flagrant lying very high, and so in most public discourse the outright untruth is worth avoiding. In the UK parliament, deliberately telling a lie is a resignation matter for a minister; outside parliament, it is invariably a matter of disgrace. In court, perjury is a serious criminal offence; and advertisers are prevented from lying, even though it is expected they will offer a one-sided view of their product.5 So by and large, deceivers don’t mind being misleading, just as long as they are not caught telling a fib. And fortunately for the modern communicator, it turns out that lies are often unnecessary anyway: a remarkable amount of powerful deception can be practised without any lies being told.

In this chapter, we’ll take a brief tour of the different forms of mendacity in which facts are at issue, even though no direct lie is peddled. In the next chapter we will look at a number of different varieties of nonsense where the precise facts uttered or their veracity tend to be unimportant or irrelevant to the speaker. But for now, we deal with assertions that do have a relationship with the facts, even if it is a rather dysfunctional one.

The near-lie: using the right words to give a wrong impression

If the pure Ian Huntley-type lie is number one in the taxonomy of forms of bullshit, the near-lie has to be number two. The words ‘I did not have sexual relations with that woman’ would, to most of us, seem to be pretty clear, and to exclude any form of sexual contact. When President Bill Clinton looked into the camera and uttered those nine words about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky, was he lying? Possibly he was, but at the very least he was demonstrating the art of picking your words carefully in order to mislead. He later explained that he was interpreting sexual relations as meaning sexual intercourse:

And I believe that is the definition that most ordinary Americans would give it . . . I’ll bet the grand jurors, if they were talking about two people they know, and said they have a sexual relationship, they meant they were sleeping together; they meant they were having intercourse together.6

This is probably one of the most famous examples of the near-lie, and one that comes as close as it is possible to be to bare-faced deception.

As it happens, the lawyers making the original case against Clinton were not stupid; they had wanted to pin him down on the precise meaning of ‘sexual relations’. They were acting for Paula Jones, a woman who had filed a lawsuit against him for sexual harassment and assault, and they wanted to show that there was a pattern to Bill Clinton’s behaviour. The lawyers submitted a tight definition of sexual relations for Mr Clinton to look at:

For the purposes of this grand jury session, a person engages in ‘sexual relations’ when the person knowingly engages in or causes contact with the genitalia, anus, groin, breast, inner thigh, or buttocks of any person with an intent to gratify or arouse the sexual desire of any person. ‘Contact’ means intentional touching, either directly or through clothing.

The President was then asked to reiterate his denial of a sexual relationship:

Q:   . . .And so the record is completely clear, have you ever had sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky, as that term is defined in Deposition Exhibit 1, as modified by the Court? . . .

A:   I have never had sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky.

After that encounter, it became clear that Mr Clinton had practised oral sex with Monica Lewinsky, and back at the Grand Jury hearing after he had admitted as much, he was asked how he could not have been lying when he said that he had not had sexual relations as defined by Deposition Exhibit 1.

Q:   Well, the grand jury would like to know, Mr President, why it is that you think that oral sex performed on you does not fall within the definition of sexual relations as used in your deposition.

A:   Because that is – if the deponent is the person who has oral sex performed on him, then the contact is with – not with anything on that list, but with the lips of another person. It seems to be self-evident that that’s what it is. And I thought it was curious.

Again, he says he was not lying, but he was being careful in his choice of words. On the precise definition offered, Monica Lewinsky had sexual relations with him, but he did not have sexual relations with her.7

Anyone reading this can see the President had engaged in deceit, but was pulling out all the stops to maintain that he had fallen short of a certain legal line. You might sympathise with him given that his political opponents were throwing vast resources at trying to impeach him on grounds irrelevant to his ability to serve as President, but the deceit was there for all to see. For some, the ingenious deceptions of the kind Bill Clinton engaged in deserve a word of their own; Max Black’s essay ‘The Prevalence of Humbug’ offers this definition: ‘Humbug: deceptive misrepresentation, short of lying, especially by pretentious word or deed, of somebody’s own thoughts, feelings, or attitudes.’8

Call it whatever you will; for me, the distinction between the lie and the near-lie of the Bill Clinton variety is so fine that it is barely worth drawing, but the distinction is drawn and great importance is attached to it. On it can rest honour, a career or a jail sentence. And the distinction is often vitally important psychologically to those who engage in deception. Rather than a 180-degree distortion of facts, there is a 160-degree distortion and that 20-degree difference offers succour to the deceiver that they have not crossed some crucial line in the sand. Deceivers do not want to act in a morally reprehensible manner; they just want to get away with their deceit. As part of the mental process of self-justification that we all engage in when we do something wrong, the near-lie offers comfort. It assuages guilt, allowing the perpetrator the self-respect of being able to say to themselves that no lie was told. Let’s admit it: we have all been there, we have all taken advantage of that distinction at some point or other.

Now the example of Bill Clinton choosing his words carefully gets you to the classic near-lie, but when you look at some of the great deceptions of recent times, you find they often come in the form of the lie that isn’t quite a direct lie. My guess is that Volkswagen, entangled in a scandal over false emissions readings for its diesel cars, would never have fabricated inaccurate data from scratch. That would have been to have gone too far. But at least some company insiders were happy to install ‘defeat devices’ in the cars, knowing they would accurately record misleading data.9 They might as well have made figures up, but they probably told themselves the emissions tests were known to be unrealistic anyway. All car manufacturers use tricks like over-inflating tyres and removing wing mirrors in order to improve fuel consumption during the tests.10 Is it really so different to use other methods to game the test results? Is there such a difference in ethics between cheating using the routine methods of other manufacturers, and this particular and more ingenious form of using a defeat device? It is with these kinds of internal conversations that major deceptions often begin – always conforming to the moral clarity of the prohibition on a barefaced lie, but taking advantage of the huge grey area that exists between acceptable and unacceptable forms of misleading.11, 12

Similarly, when the Vote Leave campaign in the British EU referendum emblazoned their buses with the claim ‘We send the EU £350 million a week’ they did not make the figure up completely; it was not a lie in the Ian Huntley sense. Rather, they had in mind that one measure of Britain’s EU subscription worked out at £350 million a week.*13 It was the notional amount that Britain would pay in the absence of a discount taken off in recognition of special British circumstances. This £350 million is one of the most famous ‘lies’ in British political campaigning, but there was at least a figure that it related to. And despite every attempt by the authorities and the media to clarify why that figure was wholly bogus – because it was not paid to the EU in any form, ever – it still appeared to acknowledge that there was such a figure as £350 million a week. Once that was conceded, then it just appeared to be a technical matter of ordinary campaign argument about whether this figure or some other figure was the better one to be using. That wasn’t the first deception in a political campaign, but the prominence it was given and the mendacious defences made of it in the face of perfectly reasonable critiques certainly took campaign deception in the UK to new extremes. And yet, and yet. The campaign all along believed it had given itself a sliver of justification that meant it was all just part of the rough and tumble of a political campaign.

Bill Clinton, Volkswagen and the Vote Leave campaign are all in the same category. All were highly conscious of the facts and each knew that the facts mattered; each was very different from Ian Huntley in that they carefully tried to maintain a thread of connection to the truth, but in doing so they ended up demonstrating more ingenuity and cunning than Huntley ever could with his implausible court testimony. Those who avoid the direct lie by careful deception can never argue that the resulting deceit is accidental or incidental. When exposed as mendacious, there is nowhere for them to hide.

Economy with the truth: selective facts

The third in this taxonomy of forms of deception does not require any form of misstatement or near-misstatement of facts; it just requires the absence of relevant information. The phrase ‘economical with the truth’ was invented to describe it.

The phrase has a long history – Edmund Burke used it in a letter in 1796 (‘Falsehood and delusion are allowed in no case whatever: but, as in the exercise of all the virtues, there is an economy of truth. It is a sort of temperance, by which a man speaks truth with measure that he may speak it the longer’).14 Mark Twain played with the notion of economy in truth, noting ‘Truth is the most valuable thing we have. Let us economise it.’15 But the phrase leapt into the popular idiom far more recently, during the Spycatcher trial of November 1986 in which the British Cabinet secretary Sir Robert Armstrong (later Lord Armstrong of Ilminster) was dispatched to the New South Wales Supreme Court as a witness in a case initiated by the British government to suppress publication of Spycatcher, a former insider’s exposé of life in the British secret service. It wasn’t the British establishment’s finest hour. Armstrong was in a hopeless position and faced an effective opponent in the form of Malcolm Turnbull, the thirty-two-year-old counsel for the author of the book.* Armstrong’s hilarious intellectual and verbal contortions have become legendary: including, for example, a moment when he refused to admit to the existence of SIS (the Secret Intelligence Service, or MI6). Reminded by Turnbull that he had already acknowledged that Sir Dick White had been its chief, Armstrong replied, ‘I acknowledge the existence of MI6 at the time Sir Dick White was head of it. I do not wish to go any further than that. So MI6 did exist, but only until Sir Dick retired in 1969.’16

The specific episode in court that led to the use of the phrase ‘economical with the truth’ derived from an exchange surrounding a letter the British government had written to the publisher of Spycatcher, asking for a copy of the book and rather disingenuously omitting to mention that they had seen galley proofs of the book some weeks before (because those had been provided in confidence). Here is the subsequent exchange:

Turnbull: So that letter contains a lie, does it not?

Armstrong: It contains a misleading impression in that respect.

Turnbull: Which you knew to be misleading at the time you made it?

Armstrong: Of course.

Turnbull: So it contains a lie?

Armstrong: It is a misleading impression in that respect, it does not contain a lie, I don’t think.

Turnbull: And what is the difference between a misleading impression and a lie?

Armstrong: You are as good at English as I am.

Turnbull: I am just trying to understand.

Armstrong: A lie is a straight untruth.

Turnbull: What is a misleading impression – a sort of bent untruth?

Armstrong: As one person said, it is perhaps being economical with the truth.17

Armstrong had Edmund Burke in mind when he said this, and is entitled to draw the distinction – as Bill Clinton did – between lying and misleading. But unfortunately for Armstrong, the general public have chosen to interpret ‘economical with the truth’ more broadly: in common usage it is not equated with ‘selective with the facts’. Of this, we can be reasonably sure, because the phrase was analysed in tortuous legal detail by the linguist Alan Durant for a 1992 libel case. At issue was essentially how libellous it was to accuse someone of being ‘economical with the truth’. Durant conducted a thorough study of the phrase (including a survey of a hundred people, stratified across different age bands and socio-economic groups) and found as follows:

The phrase may have started life as a polite, even subtle, euphemism, but subsequently became a transparent figurative expression meaning to deceive or lie, especially the concealment of discreditable or unprofessional conduct by people in public office. While Lord Armstrong has continued to maintain that the expression means ‘leaving unsaid things which might be embarrassing and which ought to be kept secret from the public’, even the interviewer to whom he originally offered this opinion went on to report, ‘To most people it is a Civil Service euphemism for telling lies’.18

The phrase understood in this broader form was famously picked up by the MP Alan Clark in another court case in 1992, where he charmingly admitted to an extremely serious previous lie (on oath) by confessing that he had been ‘economical with the actualité’. While the words ‘economical with the truth’ might have come to be seen as amusingly synonymous with lying, the concept of being selective with the facts is obviously distinct. And on the scale of deceptions it is generally regarded as less serious than the lie or the devious avoidance of a lie. That is perhaps because missing out a fact can more plausibly be presented as accidental or sincere.

When it comes to low-grade mendacity of the kind we are bombarded with every day, economy with the truth is the default form. It has become so commoditised that those who engage in it probably don’t even recognise that they are doing it. Just by way of illustration, let me describe a particularly needless (and inevitably futile) example concerning a sensible decision by Transport for London (TfL) in 2009 to redesign the Circle line on the London Underground. The line was no longer going to be a circle: it was now going to be a circle with a piece of string attached to it (making what has variously been described as a 6, a lasso or a teacup). The old Circle line would join the non-circular Hammersmith and City line and the two would operate as one. Trains would no longer go round and round the circle; they would start at the far end of the piece of string (at Hammersmith), go up the string into the circle and round one lap, before going into reverse, back round the circle and then down the piece of string, ending at Hammersmith again.

This was actually a relatively modest timetable change, as the Circle and Hammersmith and City lines were linked and shared rolling stock. It made sense as TfL needed more trains on the Hammersmith and City section, which had got much busier. And the circular nature of the old Circle line was causing problems as well. It had long been apparent that the absence of a terminal point meant that any problems caused by defective trains caused far greater delays than they did on linear routes. All this could be solved by unravelling the circle to give a proper start and end point. The decision to alter the timetable in this way is the kind of decision taken by managers and bureaucrats all the time. That is what they do. In the public sector, they are meant to weigh up the evidence and then do what they think is in the public interest. They are kept on their toes by their political masters, to whom they are accountable, and they get reported in the press when they do things badly. By and large they are left to get on with their job as long as it all goes right.

But as with so many decisions, while they are in the overall public interest, they are not unambiguously so. In this case, to obtain the benefit of extra trains on the section of the line to Hammersmith inevitably meant fewer trains on other parts. A significant increase in service frequency for the eight stations on the Hammersmith branch implied a slight reduction in services to the twenty-seven stations elsewhere – from one train every eight-and-a-half minutes to one train every ten.19 Officials quite reasonably decided that the overall public interest was served by re-apportioning trains to where they were needed. But how do you think the news of the changing timetable was communicated? Once the decision to reconfigure services had been taken, the public had to be told, so a poster campaign was launched to alert travellers to what was coming up. Here’s what the posters said:

The new extended Circle Line:

•   A more reliable service

•   Fewer delays

•   More trains to Hammersmith

Note that the poster succeeds in stretching the two benefits of the new service (the more reliable service and extra trains to Hammersmith) to three bullet points, the first two of which say the same thing using different words. Unfortunately, nowhere on the poster did the copywriters find room to devote a bullet point to the one significant disadvantage, that there would be fewer services on other parts of the Circle line. So in effect, what purported to be an informative poster in fact only informed the public of the good news.

Why on earth would they choose to communicate the changes in this partial way? It wouldn’t have been difficult to be honest – it wasn’t that complicated to explain. The truth could still have been encapsulated in three short bullet points:

•   A more reliable service

•   More trains to Hammersmith

•   Small reductions in other services

One can only wonder why TfL would not have chosen to tell it like this. You might think it is obvious that bureaucrats will want to present the news in as flattering a light as possible. But just ask yourself why. After all, they didn’t have to sell the service to anybody; the decision to make the changes had already been taken and approved – there was no referendum on it, no need to campaign on the issue. There are no rival Circle lines to steal customers away. This was simply meant to be information from benevolent public servants. And anyway, it was not as if they could hide the consequences of their decision. Once the reduction in services took effect passengers would surely notice it, so what possible benefit could there be from disguising it for just a few weeks ahead of time?

Unsurprisingly, once the new service had gone into operation, complaints that waiting times had increased did surface. Andrew Bosi, chairman of the Capital Transport Campaign, was quoted in the Evening Standard as saying, ‘What makes this particularly irritating is the way Transport for London marketed the change as though it was a vast improvement.’ In other words, it was not TfL’s decision that was wrong, it was the exaggerated case made for it.20

To me, this case not only exemplifies economy with the truth at its most gratuitous, but also demonstrates the power of social habit to govern the decisions made by professional communications teams. The desire among politicians, businesses and media to sell their wares by focusing on their upsides rather than their downsides is so pervasive that even when there is no need to sell at all it feels wrong simply to communicate in a straightforward way. We’ll return to this point, but it stresses the difficulty of breaking out of the mindset of selling rather than simply telling once it is entrenched.

Spin: a favourable interpretation of the facts

The fourth item in this survey of categories of bullshit is spin. The term can of course be used very broadly to describe everything in this chapter, but I have a particular use of it in mind: to spin is to present a favourable interpretation of the available facts. On this meaning, spin is not about the facts as much as about how they are joined up. Spin might work by putting too much weight on particular facts, or exaggerating them, or it might involve a phoney interpretation of some pieces of data. But it is not exactly false. Indeed it may be true, but simply not quite the whole truth. Spin is the routine activity of the many press officers and special advisers who work in government, and who more or less see it as their job to make the news appear good rather than bad.

The most basic form of spin I would encounter in my career as an economics journalist related to the interpretation of economic figures. The figure for UK economic growth in the fourth quarter of 2010, for example, was far worse than anyone expected. Instead of growing by up to half of one per cent, as experts had anticipated, the economy shrank by the same amount.21 It was a fraught time as the new government had put the country on a strict and controversial diet of government-deficit reduction, which might have been held responsible for the apparent economic slowdown. Step forward the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne, to explain it was the weather that did it. Unusually strong snow in December suppressed activity, he said.22 Mr Osborne’s opponents took a different view, and blamed him and his policies. Both sides were spinning, but it must be acknowledged that both sides of the argument had some merit. The statisticians who collated the growth data had themselves pointed out that the snow had made a difference.23 So neither side in this spinning tussle necessarily disagreed as to the three material facts: December had been very snowy; the government had cut back spending, thus reducing demand in the economy; growth had dried up. The purpose of each side was to place an emphasis in the public mind on their preferred interpretation of those facts.

Almost all political events of significance are spun. Someone makes an attempt to write history with a particular angle – typically favourable or unfavourable. The skill of the spinner is to take the most challenging piece of bad news and tell you why it is actually good. The most extraordinary recent act of political betrayal in the UK was the undermining of Boris Johnson’s attempt to lead the Conservative Party (and thus become Prime Minister) by his colleague, friend and campaign manager Michael Gove. In the course of a few hours, Mr Gove went from backing Boris to instead denouncing him and standing for the leadership himself.24 The spinners on each side were quickly put to work. The obvious interpretation of the sequence of events was that Gove was not only capricious, but that he was disloyal and not to be trusted.25 That was the interpretation quickly offered by his opponents, but Mr Gove had his own team to spin on his behalf. He was true to his own beliefs, they explained. What was a man of principle to do, having come to the opinion that Johnson was not up to the job? Mr Gove was not ambitious; he was selflessly devoted to public service. If he had been planning to run for Prime Minister all along, he would never have gone about it that way. And so on and so on.26, 27

But politics is not alone in being a profession in which spinning has an important role. When companies announce their financial results, they take professional advice on how to refine the message they send to their investors. The investor relations industry exists in part to help companies shape the story they want to tell their shareholders about what the latest figures mean.

And spin exists because there are often two legitimate versions of events, and different people will have different interests in which version is generally believed. The glass can be half-full or half-empty; we can blame guns for killing people, or we can blame people; abortion is the death of a foetus or the choice of a woman. India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi is a nationalist who oversaw an atrocity while a state governor, or a reformist Prime Minister who has mellowed with age. Those ratings figures for a TV programme can be falling, or they can now be falling more slowly than they were before. In most cases, an honest broker would lay out an interpretation that has a bit of ‘on the one hand’ and ‘on the other hand’. The world of spin, though, is a binary one, so even-handedness is abandoned and the hard sell put in its place.

This again makes the point that the way in which facts are used or abused in public discourse is less about their conforming to the criterion of simple truth or falsehood, and more about their deployment in an intelligent and reasonable way. It is precisely because the facts are not generally at issue when it comes to spin that it is so hard to resolve an argument between two competing accounts. There is something particularly wriggly and annoying about an interpretation of events that sounds too self-serving to be credible, but which is nevertheless consistent with the facts as we know them. The spinners are often too good at their art: they are the Latin lovers of the communications world, irresistible but usually too smooth to be trusted.

It is worth saying that the mainstream media likes to think of itself as presenting the news without much spin, but news would be meaningless for most consumers in the absence of it. You wouldn’t expect corporate financial results to be presented without some guidance as to whether the figure is good, bad or indifferent; no economic figure would be useful to the average newspaper reader without some interpretation; events in international diplomacy require deconstruction. The key challenge for correspondents who aim to be as impartial as humanly possible is to make sure that the spin they apply is not partisan and gives due weight to the body of expert opinion on the subject. It should also be clear in a report (by the tone, and the form of coverage) whether the reporter is giving a fact, an impression, an obvious interpretation or a personal hypothesis.28

There is one particular area where the media, through spin, creates its own special form of mendacity. It is what I would call bullshit through disproportion. A fact is reported, the fact is true, a legitimate interpretation is placed on that fact – but then it is puffed up to a magnitude well beyond anything it deserves. In exaggerating its importance, the media is being misleading because it is applying an implied form of spin that says this story is big, when it isn’t.

Good examples often relate to excessive controversy being applied to innocuous public pronouncements that can be interpreted in an unflattering way. A former governor of the Bank of England, the late Eddie George, was caught in this kind of trap back in 1998. He was at a lunch of regional newspaper executives and was talking about the right level of interest rates in the UK. His difficulty was that the north of England generally needed lower rates, while the booming south needed them higher. He was asked whether he thought job losses in the north were an acceptable price to pay for curbing inflation in the south. His answer was as follows:

Yes, I suppose in a sense I am. It’s not desirable, but the fact is we can only seek to affect through monetary policy the state of demand in the economy as a whole. It’s only through monetary policy that we can determine what happens to the labour market as a whole.29

This was an honest and reflective response to the question, and one which
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