PROPAGANDA-MANAGED DEMOCRACY:
THE UK AND THE LESSONS OF IRAQ

DAVID MILLER

During the 2005 election campaign in the UK, the Conservative party
adopted a strategy of describing Blair as a ‘liar’ over Iraq. Some critics
regarded this as counterproductive.! It was seen as harming the Tories elec-
torally, but there was also an implication that this was not quite the done
thing, as if it breached the protocols of dignified politics. Blair himself has
repeatedly stated that he doesn’t mind people disagreeing with him just as
long as they don't attack ‘my conduct and integrity’.?

The extraordinary thing about these events is that it should be thought
that lying was the worst thing that Blair had done. The degraded quality
of political debate is such that the ultimate prize is to catch one’s political
opponents in a falsehood. Political success is reduced to the outcome of a
linguistic battle. This illustrates a wider problem: the notion that words and
deeds are separate, or at least separable things — that for political success one
does not need to act consistently or honourably, one just has to ensure that
what one says can be said to be consistent or honourable.

This divorce between words and deeds closely — and not accidentally
— parallels a similar divorce at the core of the belief systems promoted by the
powerful. The gap between words and deeds has widened in recent years,
with Iraq merely providing the defining moment in which this is seen clearly
by millions of people. But the lies go much deeper than the convenient
rationale for an unpopular invasion. They are actually a key and necessary
part of the neoliberal period.

In the real world, where most of the world’s population still has to live,
there is an inescapable connection between saying and doing. And in the
real world the opprobrium of millions towards Blair (and Bush and the rest)
is based on the fact that he lied for a purpose. That purpose was the pursuit
o imperial interests. In that purpose he broke international law and
helped to kill tens of thousands of civilians in the process. This makes Blair
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something worse that being a common or garden liar. The charge sheet also
includes murder and war crimes.

LIVING IN THE MATRIX

The separation between words and deeds, or rhetoric and reality, is increasingly
recognized in every sphere of public life, from the inappropriately-named
‘reality TV’ shows and the hyper-unreality of advertising, to election razzma-
tazz, corporate spin and government propaganda. We live in a period where
we must recognize what John Kenneth Galbraith, in The Economics of Inno-
cent Fraud, describes as a ‘continuing divergence’ between ‘approved belief”
and reality> We live in the age of the fake.* For many, the lies around Iraq
crossed a line and revealed concerted government lying which was seen as
comparatively new. In my view it is new in the sense that we are in a new,
neoliberal period which stands in marked contrast to the period of social
democracy (roughly 1945-1979) when the gap between words and actions
was of necessity narrower. The compromise between capital and labour
forced the creation of a common language. This had its limits, but at least
in key aspects of domestic policy the gap between rhetoric and reality was
narrower. There was less need to lie, less need to attempt to align capital-
ist interests with general interests because there was some compromise and
mediation of interests.

Under neoliberalism, the gap between the interests of the elite and the
general interest widens dramatically, and is exacerbated by the gap in social
experience created by increasing economic inequality. A whole new machin-
ery of propaganda was called for and could be seen in the rise of the PR
industry, and in the overhaul of state propaganda.® After 9/11, the assault
on Iraq involved a huge propaganda build up, both organizationally and
ideologically.® It is in the ideological campaign to sell the invasion that we
can best see our rulers in action, both because this was a crucial period for
them and because we now have access to some of the key documents which
recorded their thinking.

‘A CLEVER PLAN’: IRAQ

The assault on Iraq was a long-term plan of the US right, but it was 9/11 that
provided the opportunity to put it into action. In early 2001 Bush administra-
tion officials had been candid that Iraq was not a threat.“He [Saddam Hussein)
is unable to project conventional power against his neighbors’, Colin Powell
said in February 2001.” “The truth is’, noted one of UK Foreign Secretary
Jack Straw’s advisers, that what had changed was ‘not the pace’ of Saddam
Husseins WMD programmes, ‘but our tolerance of them post-11 Septem-
ber’.® Between September 2001 and the spring of 2002 the plan to invade
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Iraq was developed by the Bush administration and bY March 2(&02 ;hel ilzazlz
 nistrat a5 fully on board. The message dehvere@ to Condoleez:
ad'mm'lma;lon V‘:)nd week of March by Blair’s most senior forelxgn affairs
Rdl\jiielrnszr i):i?d Manning, was that Blair ‘would not budge in {his] support
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2002." Only the content of the campaign remained to be worked out. This
was prepared and launched two months later involving the full weight of US
and UK government resources and a wide range of government departments,
PR consultancies, think tanks and intelligence agencies. The US government
focused on the alleged (and quite false) connection between Iraq and 9/11
or at least ‘terrorism’ in general. This was so successful that by the end of 2002
two thirds of US citizens believed that Iraq was involved in September 11
attacks.'” By contrast, in the UK more weight was laid on the alleged threat
posed by Iraq. “To get public and Parliamentary support for military options’,
wrote Jack Straw’s adviser, we have to be ‘convincing’ that ‘the threat is so
serious/imminent that it is worth sending our troops to die for’; and that ‘it
is qualitatively different from the threat posed by other proliferators who are
closer to achieving nuclear capability (including Iran)’.*

In order to show this, the UK government launched a massive ‘informa-
tion’ campaign, at the centre of which was the dossier on Weapons of Mass
Destruction.'” This contained a litany of lies about Iraq’s weapons capabil-
ity. The most discussed claim, though by no means the only deception, was
that WMD could be ‘ready within 45 minutes of an order to use them’.
The dossier claimed that ‘much information about Iragi weapons of mass
destruction is already in the public domain from UN reports and from Iraqi
defectors. This points clearly to Iraq’s continuing possession, after 1991, of
chemical and biological agents’ and Iraq has ‘continued to produce chemi-
cal and biological agents’. But the UN reports and information from the
key defector, Hussein Kamel, showed that there was no evidence that the
Iraqi government had engaged in new production, and that it had verifi-
ably destroyed 90-95 per cent of its chemical and biological agent. Any that
remained (including Anthrax and VX nerve agent — with the single excep-
tion of mustard gas) was in a form which would have degraded to ‘useless
sludge’ (within the 10 years that had elapsed), to use the words of Scott
Ritter, the former weapons inspector. So the evidence on which the dossier
relied did not support its account. Therefore, the government knew that
there was no threat.?’

On the possibility of using the weapons within 45 minutes the dossier
claimed that Iraq ‘can deliver chemical and biological agents using an exten-
sive range of artillery shells, free-fall bombs, sprayers and ballistic missiles ...
The Iraq military are able to deploy these weapons within 45 minutes of
a decision to do so’.?' This neatly conflates the alleged ‘intelligence’ on 45
minutes with long range ballistic missiles. In fact, Iraq did not have any such
missiles, and according to John Scarlett of the Joint Intelligence Commi
the original intelligence assessment was only that ‘battlefield mortar shells or
small calibre weaponry’ could be deployed in 45 minutes. Again, both Blair
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and Campbell were in a position to know this since it was their own intel-
ligence. In other words, the 45 minute claim invqlved at least thre(.e separatef
deceptions: on the existence of agents in weaponized form; on emstegce o
the delivery mechanism; and on the application of the 45 minute claim to
long-range delivery systems. ' o
Peter “Oborne, of the conservative Spectator magazine, declares that it is
‘amazing’ that there is a ‘group of shameless habitua'l lars at the centre. 9f
power’.Z But it is not terribly surprising, nor is it terribly new, for the polm.—
cal elite to believe it is their right to lie in defence of their xnterest.What is
perhaps novel is that elements of the elite now subscribe to a behe'f system
that is unable to comprehend the difference betweenAtruth and IIC.S. .Thls
collapse of the distinction between truth and interests isa characterls.tlc of
the neo-conservative movement in the US and has striking parallels in the

development of New Labour in the UK.

THE RISE OF THE ‘SHAMELESS HABITUAL LIAR’

Peter Oborne’s book, The Rise of Political Lying, provides a good analysis of
the trajectory of new labour deception. It focuses on the Fole of key opera-
tives like Geoff Mulgan and Charlie Leadbetter and their use of relativist
and post-structuralist conceptions of narrative to suggest thaF there are oxjxly
versions of truth. Both Mulgan and Leadbetter were lmkec? with the Marxism
Today project around Stuart Hall and Martin ]acqges which paf/ed the way
for New Labour ideology.® Oborne notes how this fits well with the neo-
conservative analysis derived from Leo Strauss that democ.racy ar?d truth
were irreconcilable.”* As the prominent neo-conservative, I.rvmg Kristol, has
put it: ‘the notion that there should be one set of truths available to everyone
is a modern democratic fallacy’.”

But Oborne does not delve into the history of lies and propaganda fand
underestimates the historic depth of the contemporary pattern of decepn?n.
The weakest part of his analysis is his explanatic?r} of thg reasons for t}.le rise
of spin. He describes a ‘massive change in Brms‘h political culture in the
past few decades’. This, he believes, rather than ‘internal or‘ external‘ pr’es,;
sures’, has produced the ‘catastrophic’ decline in standards of ‘truth telllmg .
He mentions the contributory role of technological developments in mass
comumnunication aud points to the application of ad 'ettisirﬁxg and m rk?t”
ing techniques; the ‘hard sell’ instead of ‘humaniltyj complexity and trutb .
While his account is an accurate, if brief, description of the transformation
of the culture, it fails to explain why the culture would change, except under
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knowledge from one part of society to another, but actually a key indicator
of the rise of corporate power,

Oborne dates the malaise to the Major government and says it has accel-
erated under New Labour. Thatcher’s propagandists by contrast, made ‘the
most’ of her ‘triumphs’ and played down ‘her mistakes and failures’ but ‘never
departed’ from the ‘common sense’ that they must present what they saw as
the truth.”® Oborne adds to this that some Labour ministers do not lie. It is as
if the propensity to lie is partly related to questions of character,

In fact the neoliberal revolution and its promotion of corporate power is
the key to the convergence of the parties (to ‘factions of the business party’),
the downgrading of parliament, the increase in inequality and the rise of PR,
and lobbying. Since the onset of the neoliberal revolution, initiated by the
Thatcher and Reagan administrations, the sweep of privatization and neolib-
eral reform has occurred unevenly. The US has always been a more market
oriented society and more advanced ‘propaganda-managed’ democracy than
European countries, where the UK has been at the forefront of this process.
The apparatus of lying has developed faster in the UK than in continental
Europe, covering the gamut of communicative spheres (corporate PR, politi-
cal communications, lobbying and civil society spin techniques).

The export of US (read neoliberal) techniques of electioneering has been
rapid if also uneven.?” The same is true of the growth of the PR industry.
This has been particularly marked in the UK, whose PR industry has been
the main economic engine for the expansion of techniques of propaganda
control. The UK PR industry is the second largest in the world after the US,
larger than that in Japan and twice the size of that in France and Germany
{in 2002).* The PR industry had been lobbying for thirty years with some
success for the increased use of PR consultancies by government, but it took
the Phillis inguiry, which reported in 2004, to really open the floodgates
to the use of private sector PR to sell government policy.” In the US this
process was much more advanced, and became a political scandal in 2004/5
with the revelation that fake ‘news’ had been constructed for US government
departments by PR companies.”

THE ORIGINS OF PROPAGANDA-MANAGED DEMOCRACY

However much the neoliberal period has involved a marked 1ncrease in the
technology of propaganda control, the gap between words and deeds is not
new. In this respect, it resembles the period in which modern democracy
was born, when the threat from the masses led to a huge upsurge in the
machinery of propaganda. The theory and practice of propaganda=rmanaged

the influence of technology. But the adaption of the techniques of market-
ing and advertising industry is not the inevitable result of neutral transfer of

democracy were developed between 1880 and 1920,

EE——
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In the UK, the threat of democracy was a keen concern of the business,

political and intellectual elites. Graham Wallas, whose key contribution to

the theory of propaganda—managed democracy is largely forgotten, was a

one time member of the Fabian Society who grew sceptical of the ability
of the people to rule. His book, Human Nature in Politics, first published
in 1908, advanced the argument that ‘human intellectual limitations’ meant
the possibility of the ‘manipulation of the popular impulse’ and therefore
that the scope of popular democracy should be restricted so as to leave out

he holders of wealth and industrial power

‘those questions ... which cause t
to make full use of their opportunities’.” This could be achieved thanks to

the fact that ‘the art of using skill for the production of emotion and opinion
has so advanced, that the whole condition of contests would be changed for
* 34 Wallas’ contribution is largely forgotten. There is little aware-

certed movement in Britain to ‘take the risk out of
t.35

the future
ness that there was a con
democracy’ as Alex Carey has memorably put i
After Wallas lectured in the US in 1910, his work was taken up enthusi-
astically by Walter Lippman, himself a former member of the Socialist Party
USA, and widely recognized on the left as an important intellectual progeni-
tor of the theory and justification of a propaganda—rnanaged democracy. It
was essential, he wrote, that ‘the public be put in its place’ s0 that ‘each of us
may live free of the trampling and the roar of a bewildered herd’.* Lippmann
thought that the ‘manufacture of consent’ was both necessary and possible.
“Within the life of the generation now in control of affairs, persuasion has
become a self conscious art and 2 regular organ of popular government’.”’
Back in the UK, the business classes were already organizing to buy insur-
ance against democracy by the late 19th century. The Engineering Employers
alist lobby group set up in 1896. By 1911 a hugely

Federation was a key capit
important and now Jargely forgotten activist for big business, going by the

delightful name of Dudley Docker, was organizing corporate propaganda
outfits known as ‘Business leagues’ under the slogan ‘pro patria imperium in
for our country a government within a government) — in other
gue spreads’, wrote Docker in 1911, ‘politics
would be done for. This is my object’.® In 1916 he was founding president
of the Federation of British Industries. By 1918, when universal suffrage was
(almost) fully instituted for the first time, corporate propaganda was in full
swing — organized by a group of business activists (including Docker) around
the British Commonwealth Union. Their intent can be understood by the
names they gave themselves — the ‘London imperialists’ and the ‘diehards’.
Their project was business rule and in the 1918 election they fielded nearly

ver for busines

imperio’ (
words, business rule. ‘If our Lea

50 covert candidates, whose ostensible party toyalty was-a-cov
loyalties.*® In 1919 they launched a powerful new organization whose name
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unl.)lushjngly revealed its purpose: ‘National propaganda’. They went int
a.ctlon .almost straight away during the 1919 Rail Strike in close coll bm :
tion .w1th the Prime Minister, Lloyd George, who granted them accesa Oral—l
spec1.al branch and intelligence files on the left. They later played e aal
role in the 1926 General Strike, by which time they had chan: e)c’i tth:pwOt
Fotthfi E(;:onomic League. Their principal role in this period v%as pro;;gnaa:;z
ntende: i 1

movemen:.o undermine the democratic process and especially the labour

Th{s story has been almost entirely suppressed.® Since then, the

of business lobbyists has waxed and waned, and taken on new gu’ises PO}‘:’ o
Aims of Ir}dustry, set up in 1942 to counter Labour’s nationalizatio’rfui y
I?L'w there is an unmistakeable continuity between these early business .
titioners of propaganda-managed democracy, and today’. e

TODAY’S SUCCESSORS OFWALLAS AND LIPPMAN

The concerns about the unleashed power of the masses which the rise of
organized labour and the campaign for universal suffrage raised in the Seir;)
20th century are back again. The social democratic and liberal left, or rath i’
the ex-liberal left, appears to be particularly exercised by this. In B:r't o }fr
Guardian has featured a snccession of commentators blaminé the ‘;“1 t’:
wl:lat they see as the malaise of the political system. Polly T(;“r:bpez ;“";‘“
mizes this when she writes: ‘It is salutary to be reminded howymuch };11 o
pig-headed ignorance, nastiness, mean-spiritedness and rudeness politiScinelr
encounter every day. Trying to squeeze votes out of people who can’t bS
bothered to inform themselves of the most basic facts is wearying work’ “e‘
Elsewhere she denounces the media for attempting to ‘Get t;ye goliti ar
catch the government lying, denigrate, mock, kill. Never mind thepsub : e
of a policy’. This, she write ‘is political decadence’, which ‘is in da , ancef
making the country nearly ungovernable’.* , e
The same line could be heard from Blair aides such as Geoff Mulgan, wh

denounced ‘the lack of a strong ethic of searching for the truth ingm ’ h Of
the media’.* The most extended attack on the media in this vein hasuc N
from John Lloyd, a former New Statesman editor, who claimed the rf::r;ie
were undermining democracy.* His point of departure was the BBC re; ;i
by Andrew Gilligan which exposed the ‘sexing up’ of the dossier on Wea, ons
of Mass Qestxuction. Lloyd asserted that the Gilligan story ‘wasn’t true’ “pgzi
this assertion was categorically wrong. The published evidence clear] 'shows
;hat .the story was true. Downing Street repeatedly intervened to ‘Sexyup’ the
pzis;:r_ . :(; :}c: give ‘presentational adv1ce’A, as Alastair. Campbe}l laughably

by lying about it. Whether or not all the evidence was available at the time
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of Gilligan’s report, his story was true, as the government’s weapons expert,
David Kelly, had intimated to him and other journalists. Lloyd and the rest
exhibit the standards of journalism and evidence typical of the political elite
in general. They are simply unable to write the truth about their political
masters, being lost in the same matrix of deception and self-deception. They

betray an gbjec‘t supplication before our rulers.
As Marx and Engels put it in the German Ideology:

The division of labour,... manifests itself ... in the ruling class as
the division of mental and material labour, so that inside this class
one part appears as the thinkers of the class (its active, concep-
tive ideologists, who make the perfecting of the illusion of the
class about itself their chief source of livelihood), while the others’
attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive,
because they are in reality the active members of this class and have
less time to make up illusions and ideas about themselves.*®

ny other journalists and the staff-

Lloyd fits this description well, as do so ma
ters concoct the lies in question

ers in Downing Street who helped their mas

around Iraq. The outpourings of Lloyd and other apologists for neoliberal-

ism in the UK bear a striking resemblance to those uttered by the neo-con
followers of Leo Strauss. lrving Kristol notes that the truth must not be
uattered in front of the masses in case ‘the popularization ... of these truths
might import unease, turmoil and the release of popular passions ... [with]

mostly negative consequences’.”’

THE LESSON OF IRAQ
The lesson of Iraq is that the gap between elite belief systems and the truth
unded in material changes. Winning

has widened. This is a development gro
¢ the idea that profits are legitimate and wages are fair is more diffi-
1 it was under social democracy, hence

han before in order to align dominant
class interests with popular aspirations becomes a structural condition of the

eriod. In other words, the exponential growth of lying and of the
mentally connected to the freeing of

support fo
cult under neoliberal conditions tha

the need to lie and fabricate more t

neoliberal p
apparatus for constructing lies is funda
capital from democratic control.

We should beware of those accounts which argue that our leaders have
or that there is nothing new in their contemporary lies. Such
accounts fail to account for lying as an outcome of concrete material proc-
ed_democracy is hardly a matter of innocent fraud.

always lied
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neoliberal rule. This type of rule depends more on propaganda as th
between c‘lass and general interests grows. But propaganda becomee e
more fragile as a mechanism of control as the divergence is ex er's eve;
and understood by the people. The global justice and anti-war ml:(’)velence
are both an expression of that fragility. Our rulers know this, and th ?“mFS
causes pushes them on to ever more extravagant lies. ’ e
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