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Exploring the Paradox of Liberal 
Democracy: M ore Political Com m unications  
Equals Less Public Trust
IVOR GABE R

line' content, with the above-the-line 
being the actual content of the message, 
and the below-the-line, the implicit one of 
'think better of me and my colleagues, 
think worse of my opponents'. Thus, the 
'political commimications paradox', 
which is that voters want politicians to 
be honest and accoimtable but this very 
demand means that politicians (and their 
proxies), implicitly, have another agenda 
in operation when they communicate 
with the public, that of securing their 
approval and subsequent electoral sup­
port. This leads to commimications that 
are produced largely to achieve a positive 
impact rather than public enlightenment, 
and this, over time, leads to the trust that 
is fundamental to the workings of a 
democratic system being undermined. 
This has two effects. First, governments 
make communications, rather than deliv­
ery, their real priority. Second, trust, not 
just in politicians, but in the political 
system as a whole, wanes. This in turn 
endangers the very system it was 
designed to underpin.

' I n fo rm e d  c o n s e n t'

To function properly, representative 
democratic systems require 'informed 
consent'. This does not just mean the 
public receiving information (that they 
trust) from governments about what 
they have done, what they are doing 
and what they are planning to do. It 
also requires that opposition parties are 
given the space to communicate their
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T h ere  is  n o w  a w e ll- in g r a in e d  p o p u la r  v ie w  
a cro ss  th e  c o u n tr y  th at o u r  p o lit ic a l in s t itu ­
t io n s  a n d  th e ir  p o lit ic ia n s  are fa ilin g , u n tr u s t­
w o r th y , a n d  d is c o n n e c te d  fro m  fh e  g rea f  
m a ss  o f  fh e  B r itish  p e o p le . T h is  la sf  p o in f  
c a n n o f b e  s fr e s se d  fo o  sfr o n g ly . W e  h a v e  
b e e n  sfru ck  b y  ju sf h o w  w id e  a n d  d e e p  is  
fh e  c o n fe m p f fe lf  for  fo r m a l p o lif ic s  in  B rifain . 
(T he P o w e r  In q u iry , M arch  2006)

I a lw a y s  a sk  m y s e lf  'W h y  is  fh is  ly in g  b a sfa rd , 
ly in g  fo  m e? ' (Jerem y P a x m a n , BBC T V  in fer-  
v ie w e r )

H o w  d o  y o u  fe ll  w h e n  a p o lit ic ia n  is  ly in g ?  
W h e n  y o u  se e  h is  l ip s  m o v in g ?  (S fa n d -u p  
c o m e d ia n s , fo o  n u m e r o u s  fo  m e n tio n )

T h e  P ro b le m

In  T h e  E n d  o f  H i s to r y  a n d  th e  L a s t M a n ,  
Francis Fukuyama asks 'is liberal demo­
cracy prey to serious internal contradic­
tions, contradictions so serious that they 
will eventually undermine it as a political 
system?' The question this article poses 
is, could one of these 'internal contra­
dictions' be the 'problem' of political 
communications?

The 'problem' can be summarised thus: 
democratic systems require that, in the 
interests of transparency, and ultimately, 
accountability, citizens should be kept as 
fully informed as possible by govern­
ments (and others). Flence, all political 
communications have, as their final ob­
jective, the accountability of politicians at 
the ballot box. As a result, all political 
communications have what can be 
described as 'above-' and 'below-the-
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views on the government's record, its 
future plans and their own alternative 
proposals. Without these activities there 
can be no transparency, no accountability 
and, ultimately, no democracy. Yet 
'informed consent' is not an improble- 
matic concept. There are those—Herman 
and Chomsky for example—^who argue 
that this 'consent' is artificial or 'manu­
factured' because in a capitalist system  
'money and power are able to filter out 
the news fit to print, marginalize dissent 
and allow the government and dominant 
private interests to get their message 
across to the public'.^ As philosopher 
Qnora O'Neill noted in her Reith Lec­
tures, 'informed consent also presup­
poses that recipients will trust the 
information they receive—certainly not 
something that can be taken for granted 
in contemporary Western democracies'. ^

N o n -s to p  in fo r m a t io n

Thus we have the first of several of the 
'problems' of political communication— 
namely that transparency, whilst in the­
ory a sine qua non of democratic systems, 
might in fact be an obstacle. One explan­
ation for this lies in the sheer quantity of 
information—spim or imspim—that the 
public, or their intermediaries (the mass 
media), have to process on a daily, and 
sometimes hourly, basis. Can there really 
be 'informed consent' when news is 
showered at us from ever thicker news­
papers, from 24-hour news on television 
and radio, from blogs, websites, wikis, 
mobile phones and so on? In such a situ­
ation many people's instincts are to 
switch off, either metaphorically or lit­
erally, which is happening in ever greater 
numbers.

This growth in the sheer quantity of 
news now available to the public has 
coincided (perhaps caused) an increase 
in the flow of information from govern­
ment to the media, and hence to the 
public. As just one indicator, before 1997

an average of aroimd 400 press releases a 
month were issued to the media by 
Whitehall departments; that figure is 
now aroimd 800. And there has been a 
concomitant rise in other aspects of the 
government's public relations and media 
operations: its total spend on advertising, 
marketing and public relations in 2007/ 
08 was £391 million, compared to £111 
million in 1997;  ̂ and the Government 
Communications Network tells us that 
there are now 'around 4,000 [govern­
ment] communicators registered with 
the GCN w e b s i te 'T h i s  growth is indi­
cative of a political communications sys­
tem in which politicians feel obliged to fill 
all available media outlets with their 
initiatives for fear that if they don't, their 
opponents will move in to fill the 
vacuum. Hence, the more news spaces 
available, the more pronouncements poli­
ticians feel obliged to make and thus the 
more PR staff they need to employ who, 
in turn, go on to generate even more 
pronouncements.

T e l l in g  i t  s tra ig h t?

However, it's not just a matter of the 
quantity of government information 
overwhelming the public, but there is 
also an issue of quality, specifically of 
the 'trustworthiness', or otherwise, of 
the information that is being dissemi­
nated. This is an issue that has been 
addressed by the Government Commu­
nications Network itself, which stipulates 
in its code of practice, that communica­
tions activities by government press offi­
cers should be 'relevant to government 
responsibilities . . .  be objective and ex­
planatory, not biased or polemical. . .  and 
not liable to be misrepresented as being 
party political'. Yet the same set of guid­
ance notes tells government press officers 
that they should 'present, describe and 
justify the thinking behind the policies of 
the minister, be ready to promote the 
policies of the department and the gov-
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eminent as a whole and make as positive 
a case as the facts warrant'.

Taking the two instructions together, 
civil servants (mindful of the demands of 
the code, the wishes of their ministers and 
their own careers) are being asked to 
make daily judgements of Solomon. For 
surely it is problematic, at the very least, 
to urge government press officers to 'jus­
tify the thinking behind government pol­
icy and . . . help the public— b̂y helping 
journalists—to understand the policies of 
the government of the day' without 
appearing to be anything other than 
cheerleaders for the government?

An additional problem flows from the 
very nature of the news production busi­
ness. Politicians, and their proxies, are 
highly susceptible to both explicit and 
implicit media pressure. They want to 
maximise the positive, and minimise the 
negative; and in order to achieve this they 
have to 'play the media's game' by meet­
ing the news media's own criteria as to 
what constitutes 'news'. This means pre­
senting their information in ways that 
suggest that:

• it is 'new' (when many government 
initiatives are not);

• it represents part of a coherent 'narra­
tive' (when, in the real world, many 
situations and processes are fragmen­
ted);

• it provides immediate and readily 
understandable solutions to recognisa­
ble problems (when, in fact, life is 
usually more complex); and

• it is 'dramatic' (when most processes of 
public delivery are not).

G o o d  n e w s  o n ly

These journalistic imperatives create a 
situation in which the authors of govern­
ment press releases clearly feel obliged to 
present an almost non-stop torrent of 
good news, exciting initiatives and 
departmental triumphs. A flavour of 
this can be gleaned by sampling the press
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releases on the Department of Health's 
website. In the first three weeks of May 
2008 we learnt, among other things, that:
'O ld  a g e  is th e  n e w  m id d le  a g e '

'D y in g  p a tie n ts  a n d  th e  b e r e a v e d  to  b e n e fit  
fro m  m v e s fm e n t  in  h o s p ifa l  e n v ir o n m e n ts '

'D ra m a tic  im p r o v e m e n t  in  w a it in g  t im e s  for  
fe sfs '

'H e a lth  S ecretary  w e lc o m e s  r e c o m m e n d a ­
t io n s  to  im p r o v e  G P  a c ce ss '

'C o m p a n ie s  s a y  " B reast W ish e s"  to  m u m s  for  
N a tio n a l B r ea s tfe e d in g  A w a r e n e s s  W eek '

'A tt itu d e s  to  m e n ta l h e a lth  r em a in  b r o a d ly  
sy m p a th e tic '

'£ 5 0 m  to  d o u b le  t im e  n u r s e s  s p e n d  o n  p a tie n t  
care'

'£ 7 7  m illio n  to  b o o s t  stro k e  se r v ic e s '

'S o c ia l E n terp r ise  F u n d  o p e n  for  b u s in e s s '

Nor was May an exceptional month; 
April, in anything, was even better. 
Department of Health press releases for 
that month revealed that:
'N a t io n a l im m u n isa t io n  p r o g r a m m e  c o n ­
t in u e s  to  sa v e  l iv e s '

'N o  d e a th s  in  u n d e r  1 9 's la st  y e a r  fro m  
m e n in g it is '

'G e n e tic s  p r o g r e s s  e m b e d d in g  sc ien tif ic  
a d v a n c e s  in to  h ea lth ca re '

'C o r n ish  c h ild re n  b e a t  life  o d d s  th a n k s to  60  
y e a rs  o f  N H S  care'

'N e w  B io m e d ic a l R esea rch  U n its  a n n o u n c e d '

'M o re  in d e p e n d e n t  se c to r  trea tm en t cen tre  
sc h e m e s '

'N H S  sta ff  su r v e y  s h o w s  s ig n if ic a n t  im p r o v e ­
m e n t  in  h o s p ita l in fe c t io n  co n tro l'

'N e w  N H S  p ro jects  to  im p r o v e  o c c u p a tio n a l  
h e a lth  for  lo ca l b u s in e s s e s '

'P r o p o s e d  th r e e -y e a r  p a y  a w a r d  is g o o d  n e w s  
for  sfa ff, th e  N H S  a n d  p a tie n ts '

'H e a lth  w o r k e rs  to  tack le  c lim a te  c h a n g e '

'H e a lth  Secretary  p r o m o te s  g rea ter  N H S  s u p ­
p o r t  for  d e p lo y e d  a r m ed  fo rces'

The Political Quarterly, Vol. 80, No. 1 (G; The Author 2009. Journal compilation (C; The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2009

MOD300014294



For Distribution to CPs

'M illio n s  to  b e n e fit  fro m  im p r o v e d  a c c e ss  fo  
trea tm en t, c h e c k -u p s  a n d  h e a lth  a d v ic e '

'£24  m ill io n  b o o s t  for  h e a lth  a n d  so c ia l care'

'S tro n g er  v o ic e  a n d  b e tter  care for  p a tie n ts '

'V a scu la r  c h e ck s  w i l l  p r e v e n t  th o u sa n d s  o f  
h ea r t a tta ck s a n d  stro k es'

The overwhelming message is one of 
almost xmremitting good news. Hence, it 
is almost inevitable that press officers will 
find it difficult, if not impossible, to strike 
the right balance between delivering mes­
sages that 'justify government policies . . .  
and make a positive case' whilst at the 
same time being 'objective, explanatory 
and imbiased'.

At the same time that the public gullet 
is being stuffed with this non-stop diet of 
'good news', the opinion polls show that 
levels of distrust in politicians and the 
media continues to grow. One small but 
significant barometer of this decline in 
trust can be seen in the credibility that 
the public gives to official statistics 
released by the government. Mori foimd 
that 65 per cent of those questioned 
believed that official figures were 
changed to support politicians' argu­
ments.® And the Treasury Select Commit­
tee has reported that faith in official 
statistics had plummeted further, with 
only 17 per cent of adults in the United 
Kingdom believing the Office of National 
Statistics produces its data without polit­
ical interference.'’

So why this remorseless focus on 'good 
news' and the 'hard sell'? To state the 
obvious, representative democracy in­
volves politicians getting themselves 
elected and subsequently re-elected. 
Nothing wrong with that—without a 
'selfish political gene' that programmes 
politicians to survive and reproduce, or at 
least ensure that his or her party 'repro­
duces', there would be no effective demo­
cracy. Yet this means that for politicians, 
whether consciously or imconsciously, 
the next election (or their own personal 
'legacy') is always at, or near, the fore­

front of their calculations; and this pre­
occupation inevitably extends to those 
working for politicians as well.

This state of affairs is encapsulated in 
the phrase the 'permanent campaign', 
which was first used by the American 
political journalist Sidney Blumenthal 
more than a quarter of a century ago. 
He employed it to describe a m odus oper- 
andi that 'remakes government into an 
instrument designed to sustain an elected 
official's popularity'.^ At first glance, the 
notion of a 'permanent campaign' might 
appear to be the negation of democratic 
practice, given that it seems to imply that 
the 'power of incumbency' should be 
used to cement the existing political elite 
in power, but, in another sense, 'the 
permanent campaign' can be seen to be 
representative democracy in its quint­
essential form.

C o m m u n ic a t io n s  cen tre -s tage

A key characteristic of the 'permanent 
campaign' can be foimd in the core 
statement on the United Kingdom's Gov­
ernment Communication Network's 
homepage, which states that: 'Communi­
cation is an integral part of government.'® 
Howell James, the Permanent Secretary 
of Government Communications, took 
this notion one stage further when he 
described his own primary function as 
'to make the voice of the public heard at 
the policy table so that government 
develops and delivers services which 
reflect customer expectations and 
desires'.® This is an interesting way for 
the head of a government communication 
network to describe his role; it bears some 
striking similarities to the concept of the 
'transmission belt' developed under com­
munist regimes in which the Communist 
Party and the trade unions were seen as 
transmission belts shifting information 
between the government and the people. 
Yet whilst in authoritarian societies it is 
understandable that governments should 
see the need for mechanisms to keep
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them in touch with public opinion, surely 
in a representative democracy this is the 
essential fimction of the 'representatives' 
(that is, those elected to speak on behalf of 
the people)?

The Howell James/GCN positioning 
represents an archet}^al statement of a 
government and governing party that 
political marketing scholars would char­
acterise as market-orientated; one that is 
tilted to what its 'customers' (that is, the 
voters) want, rather than 'sales'- or 'pro- 
ducer'-orientated parties that seek to 'sell' 
themselves and their policies to the voters 
in line with some overall ideological 
positionT° In government, a market- 
orientated party has to keep itself focused 
on the 'customer'; otherwise it loses its 
direction and sense of purpose.

In such an environment, communica­
tions takes on an enhanced role; indeed, 
the 2004 Phillis Report into Government 
Commimications (a report that was fully 
endorsed by the government) stated, as 
one of its over-arching principles, that: 
'Commimications should be an equal and 
equally respected third in the trinity of 
Government policy making, public ser­
vice delivery and communications.'^^ 
This is a key concept in understanding 
the 'problem' of political communica­
tions, for it suggests, indeed it states, 
that communicating government policy 
is equally as important as developing 
and implementing it. This author was 
critical of this approach, writing at the 
time when the Phillis Report was first 
published: 'It is understandable how it 
[the notion that presentation is as import­
ant as policy] might appear that way in 
opposition, but in government, it should 
not be the case. For, while communica­
tions should not be an "afterthought" in 
the policy development process—this 
does not, or should not, mean that com­
munications is as important as policy 
making or policy delivery.

88 I v o r  G a b e r

T o o  m u c h  o f  a g o o d  th in g ?

It was Alastair Campbell, while still the 
Prime Minister's Press Secretary, who 
admitted that the way N ew  Labour had 
practised communications had, in fact, 
become a hindrance to good government. 
He conceded that while winning and 
maintaining media support had been a 
major priority for Labour in opposition, it 
had remained so once they had achieved 
office and eventually cost the government 
dear in terms of trust. He wrote:
W e d id  m a k e  a c o n c e r te d  e ffo r t to  g e t  a b e tter  
d ia lo g u e  w ith  so m e  p a r ts  o f  fh e  m e d ia  w h e r e  
b e fo r e  th ere  h a d  b e e n  p r e tty  m u c h  n o n e . T h is  
w a s  o f  co u r se  a b o u t r ea c h in g  th e ir  r e a d e r s . . . .  
B u t th e r e in  la y  th e  s e e d s  o f  sp in . T he c o n ­
se q u e n c e s  w e r e  g rea ter  th a n  w e  a n tic ip a ted .  
W e a p p ea r e d , a n d  p e r h a p s  w e  w e r e , o v e r ­
c o n tr o llin g , m a n ip u la tiv e . P e o p le  s to p p e d  
tr u st in g  w h a t  w e  h a d  to  say.^^

This lack of trust is a more complex 
phenomenon than might first appear and 
did not vanish with the demise of Camp­
bell. In the run-up to the 2005 general 
election the Labour party came across 
what it thought to be a very odd phenom­
enon. All the factual indicators seemed 
to show that health and education—two 
of their key areas—were improving, yet 
their polling was demonstrating a para­
dox. Whereas people said they thought 
their own schools/hospitals were improv­
ing, they also thought they were excep­
tional (and lucky) and that nationally 
things were getting worse. One possible 
explanation was that people no longer 
believed what government was telling 
them (aided and abetted by some news­
papers) and hence discounted their own 
personal experience precisely because it 
seemed to accord with a government line 
they were almost programmed to disbe­
lieve.

Hence, we have the 'political commu­
nications paradox'. Democracy is based 
on trust; there is an implicit contract 
between voters and politicians—if voters 
elect a politician, she or he will do as they
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promised. However, in the very act of 
communicating their willingness to try 
and abide by that contract, politicians 
risk losing that trust because they are 
communicating with electoral consider­
ations uppermost in their minds. The 
more they communicate, the more they 
are doubted. Hence, the trust that is 
fimdamental to the workings of a demo­
cratic system is constantly being xmder- 
mined.

T h e  d e a th  o f  dem ocracy?

So is this an argument that democracy's 
Armageddon is fast approaching? The 
answer is 'not necessarily', because just 
like other organisms, democracies seem  
to exhibit some 'selfish gene' character­
istics of their own, which can lead to self­
renewal. It does this in a number of ways. 
First, we see the phenomena of the rise of 
new parties and/or leaders who portray 
themselves as 'new' and 'untainted', as 
'trust-restorers'. In the United States, the 
emergence of presidential candidates 
who come from, or market themselves 
as coming from, 'outside the Washington 
beltway' is a common occurrence. Rea­
gan, Carter and George W. Bush all laid 
claim to being outsiders, as does Obama. 
The same phenomenon can also be seen 
in the United Kingdom. The past two 
decades have seen the creation of the 
Social Democrats, their metamorphosis 
into the Liberal Democrats, the birth of 
N ew  Labour and the emergence of David 
Cameron's new Conservative party. In 
terms of leaders, Thatcher, Blair and 
Cameron all campaigned for their re­
spective party leaderships less on the 
basis of continuity, and more as 'trust- 
restorers' committed to making a fresh 
start. This is perhaps why Gordon Brown 
had such a hard time convincing the 
electorate that he was 'new' and 'differ­
ent' because he made such a major issue 
of his continuity with the N ew  Labour 
project—indeed, as one of its architects, 
perhaps he had little choice.

Yet it is not just the politicians and 
parties that imdergo this process of 
renewal. There is also an almost balan­
cing of the power relationship between 
politicians and the Civil Service in the 
communications field. Following the 
Phillis Report in 2004, the Civil Service 
reasserted its influence by ensuring that 
the new Government Commimications 
Network was headed by a civil servant 
(Howell James) and also removed from 
Alastair Campbell's successor at Down­
ing Street any executive powers over civil 
servants. This was a near-repeat of the 
pattern of events imder the Conservatives 
when the Whitehall machine succeeded 
in ensuring that Bernard Ingham, Mar­
garet Thatcher's powerful Press Secretary 
(who also headed the government's infor­
mation service), was followed by a suc­
cession of career civil servants.

And the 'corruption' of communica­
tions that, as described above, results 
from the over-supply of information and 
the over-emphasis on the positive also 
gives rise to new forms of communication 
that by-pass the perceived institutional 
roadblocks. The past decade has wit­
nessed a phenomenal growth in alterna­
tive sites of political information and 
discussion, including political websites, 
email discussion groups, message 
boards, newsgroups and the growth in 
'citizen journalism'. Yet it is in the rise of 
the political blogosphere that we have 
seen the most exciting developments in 
terms of alternative forms of political 
communication. Whilst the United States 
has probably the most pronoimced polit­
ical blogosphere—with sites such as the 
Drudge Report and the Huffington Post 
becoming major media in their own 
right—it is also a lively space of political 
contestations in the United Kingdom. The 
magazine Total P olitics in a new publica­
tion estimates that there are now aroimd 
1,500 political blogs currently active in 
Britain.^®
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B u ry in g  bad news
Finally, the whole process of corrupted 
political communications provokes a reac­
tion, often from the very people who are 
part of it. The processes of 'spin' excite a 
great deal of journalistic interest and in 
exposing the politicians' communication 
methods (of which they are part), the 
media play an important role in imder- 
mining it. This increased coverage of the 
political communications process has 
made it that much more difficult for poli­
ticians to continue with 'business as usual' 
as far as their communication activities are 
concerned. A classic case of this came in 
December 2006 when Tony Blair became 
the first serving British Prime Minister to 
be interviewed by the police as part of a 
criminal investigation (into the alleged 
sale of political honours). The interview, 
many newspapers suggested, was timed 
by Downing Street to take place on the 
same day as the publication of the final 
report into the death of Diana, Princess of 
Wales; and the government also used the 
same day to announce it was dropping a 
major investigation into alleged corrup­
tion involving the Saudi government and 
British Aerospace. In addition, five other 
major policy announcements were 
slipped out that day.

Plowever, if there was a plan to 'bury 
bad news', the newspapers were not slow 
to pick up on it—drawing comparisons 
with 11 September 2001, when a Labour 
media advisor, Jo Moore, suggested that 
the attack on the twin towers in New 
York made it a good day to 'bury bad 
news'. Newspapers headlines on the day 
following Tony Blair's police interview in 
December 2006 included:
'H o n o u r s  p o lic e  q u e s t io n  B lair o n  a v e r y  g o o d  
d a y  to  b u r y  b a d  n e w s '  {D a ily  Telegraph)

'H o w  th e y  tr ied  to  b u r y  b a d  n e w s  a g a in '  
{D a ily  M a il)

'C a sh  for  p e e ra g e s; B lair q u e s t io n e d  b y  p o lic e  
o n  d a y  o f  " b u r y in g  b a d  n e w s " ' {The Independ­
en t)

90 I v o r  G a b e r

'T o n y  c o p s  if; P M  is  a c c u se d  o f  b u r y in g  b a d  
n e w s  o v e r  h o n o u r s  q u iz ' {The M irro r)

In  conclus ion
It would be easy, but fallacious, to con­
clude that the explanation for this break­
down in trust can be laid either at the 
doors of the government (in terms of the 
information flow discussed in this art­
icle), or the media. Major social trends 
do not usually lend themselves to simple 
cause/effect relationships. Plence, there 
is no sustainable argument for seeking 
to limit the flow of information passing 
from government (and others) to the 
public; nor to circumscribe how the 
media deals with this information; nor is 
it realistic to expect governments and 
others parties to take self-denying ordi­
nances and not seek to put the best 'spin' 
on their pronoimcements. Plowever, 
there is a real problem and the health of 
our democracy requires more than sim­
ply waiting for the self-correcting 
mechanisms, described above, to assert 
themselves.

One proposal might to introduce some 
level of non-punitive regulation into the 
process. The Press Complaints Commis­
sion could be empowered to investigate 
complaints from organisations and indi­
viduals about newspapers' political cov­
erage. The PCC's current Code of Practice 
states: 'The Press, whilst free to be parti­
san, must distinguish clearly between 
comment, conjecture and fact.' '̂’ Yet dis­
tinguishing between comment, conjec­
ture and fact does not preclude 
newspapers from seeking to 'deliberately 
mislead'. Thus there could be an amend­
ment to the Code that would allow the 
Commission to receive complaints imder 
this rubric. They would also need to 
amend their rules so that they could 
receive complaints about political cover­
age from the general public, as currently 
they only entertain complaints from 
directly affected parties. As a result, 
they could be better enabled to hold
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newspapers to account for their coverage 
of politics.

On the other side of the divide, an 
independent body could be established, 
appointed by and answerable to, mem­
bers of the relevant select committees in 
the Commons and the Lords.This body 
would have oversight of all publicity 
material emanating from government 
and other public bodies, and would be 
able to receive complaints about any 
perceived Tack of 'fairness' in the way 
information was being presented. The 
body would have the power to make 
rulings and recommendations, but, 
beyond publicising its findings, would 
have no formal powers of sanction.

Neither of these two measures would 
amoimt to a 'cure'. However, given the 
possibility that (as noted at the beginning 
of this article) Fukuyama was right when 
he argued that liberal democracy might 
be 'prey to serious internal contradic­
tions', these two proposals do represent 
a way of treating the symptoms of these 
contradictions—at least those caused by 
the political communications process— 
even if they do not represent a cure. 
Nonetheless, if they are effectively 
applied they should enable the body pol­
itic to continue fimctioning in a way that 
defies Fukuyama's final judgement that 
the contradictions inherent in demo­
cracies might be 'so serious that they 
will eventually imdermine it as a political 
system'. In this, as in his other predic­
tions, he might just be wrong.
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