


1K EP CALM BUT 

DOtiPT CARRY ON 

You must strive to know all things, both the unshakable heart 

of reality and llie opinions of mortals wllich reveal their lack 

of understanding. You should get to know their opinions all the 

same, for only then can you make sense of the impressions 

and attitudes which human beings take to be the truth. 

-THE GODDESS IN PARMENIDES' POEM ON NATURE

The time is out of joint. Shor twave radios once had the names of capital cities 

etched into their dials. Today, as we turn the knob and tune in to the world, 

from Damascus to Brussels to Moscow to Washington, the news is almost 

unrelievedly grim. The problems and differences that confront us may not 

yet be as catastrophic as those our parents and grandparents lived through, 

but they can feel more insidious and intractable. 

Intolerance and illiberalism are on the rise almost ever ywhere. Lies go un­

checked. Free speech is denied and state repression is returning in countries 

that even recently seemed on the path of openness. In the Middle East and 

Africa, and in the streets and suburbs of European cities, the murderous idi­

ocy o( religiously inspired nihilism can prove more persuasive than the 

milqu�toast promises of secular democracy. We hear politicians talk. Children 

drown, starve, are blown to smithereens. The politicians go on talking. At 



home, boundaries-of political responsibility, mutual respect, basic civility- '2. 'j-2.. 
that seemed relatively secure only a decade ago, are broken by the week. Often 
it feels as if there's a nihilistic spirit at work here too, a politics with no positive 
agenda of its own that seeks only to divide. A hectic rages in our blood. 

These disheartening trends have any number of causes. In this book I 
have argued that the way our public language has changed is an important 
contributing and exacerbating factor. We've traced how a series of develop­
ments in politics, media, and technology have combined with advances 
in our understanding of the levers of linguistic persuasion to boost the 

immediate impact of political language at the price of depth and compre­
hensibility. And we've explored how an unresolved battle between two 
post-Enlightenment instincts-naive and overbearing rationalism and 
the contrary tendency to overemphasize identity and community, which I 

called authenticism-has distorted how we think about the language of the 
public realm. 

In the face of this array of negative forces, I pointed to two beacons of 
hope. The first was the ancient notion that human beings are born with a 
faculty of practical wisdom, or prudence, which should enable us to discrimi­
nate between valid and dubious public language. The second was the prospect 
of a rhetoric that might one day achieve a new balance of argument, char­
acter, and empathy. I used the phrase critical persuasion to describe it-"critical" 
in that it would consciously address, and submit itself to, its audience's 
prudential scrutiny. It would seek to be reasonable rather than rigidly ra­
tionalist and, in its proportionate response to the legitimate demands of 
emotion and identity, would strive for actual truthfuloess rather than rhetori­
cal "authenticity." 

But how to get there from here? In chapter 7, we heard George Orwell 
hoping it was possible to "bring about some improvement by starting at the 
verbal end." What could that mean for us? 

Language and Trust 

On the face of it, the crisis in our public language is a crisis of trust in public 
words and the people who say them. Trust is the foundation of all human 
relationships, and most of us know what it feels like to lose someone's trust, 
or our trust in others. We also know how hard trust, once lost, is to regain. 



But there's more here than meets the eye. First, this falling off in trust in 

public language is only relative. As I noted in chapter I, people never trusted 

politicians that much. W hen the Palace of Westminster burned down in 1834, 

the writer Thomas Carlyle was one of several observers to note the cheers and 

applause from the large crowd of onlookers-"There go their hacts [acts]!" In 

1944, just after the success of D-Day, and at a time when the UK had a gov­

ernment of national unity led by Winston Churchill, Gallup conducted a poll 

in which they asked respondents whether they thought that British politi­

cians were out for thefilselves, for their party, or for their country: 35 percent 

said they were out for themselves, 22 percent that they put their party first, 

and only 36 percent that they cared most about their country.1 When it comes 

to distrust, there is little new under the sun. Nor is every kind of distrust 

harmful. It's hard to imagine a serviceable form of human prudence that 

didn't have healthy skepticism at its core. 

Some have cast doubt, moreover, on whether the recent "crisis of trust" is 

as dire as is often claimed. In the philosopher Onora O'Neill's 2002 BBC 

Reith Lectures on the subject of trust, she pointed out that in their daily ac­

tions and choices, people routinely demonstrated practical trust in the same 

institutions and professions that they told the pollsters they distrusted. They 

might claim to have less faith in the medical profession, for instance, but that 

didn't stop them going to the doctor. "We may not have evidence for a crisis 

of trust," O'Neill concluded, "but we have massive evidence of a culture of 

suspicion."2 Although in her view certain institutional and cultural' practices 

actively encouraged or spread distrust, the public had so far proved largely im­

mune to it, and the talk of a "crisis" was somewhat overdone. 

T!-iings have changed significantly in the years since Onora O'Neill gave 

her lectures. In many Western countries, levels of trust have fallen much far­

ther. When YouGov asked members of the British public that same Gallup 

question about self, party, and country in 2014, seventy years after the origi­

nal poll, a mere 10 percent of respondents said they believed that politicians 

put their country first.3 More important, the distinction O'Neill drew be­

tween low levels of stated trust and high levels of functional trust no longer 

feels secure. 

The public are voting with their feet. Their distrust in traditional politi­

cians has caused many to support antipoliticians and radical alternatives. In 

the UK in 2016, it drove much of the vote to leave the EU. Instead of claima 

ing not to trust mainstream media, a growing number of people no longer 



consume it. A significant minority of parents, as we saw, have rejected the 't. 1'f
settled advice of that distrusted medical establishment and have refused to 

have their children vaccinated. 

The "culture of suspicion" diagnosed by O'Neill has spread from opinion 

polls to voting, political activism, and civil unrest, and to private choices about 

everything from privacy to food safety to financial services. No doubt most 

people still end up functionally trusting most public services and institutions 

most of the time, but it is hard to deny that distrust-and the fury and sense 

of betrayal associated with it-is having a tangible and growing impact on 

our world. The word crisis does not seem too strong a description. 

Some of the causes are so deep-seated that it might take decades, or lon­

ger, before our public language returns to full equilibrium and utility. But 

what, if anything, could the various players we have encountered in this book 

do now to stop further erosion, and perhaps even to begin the task of restora­

tion? 

Let's begin with the professional politicians. The first point is the most 

obvious. If you s;iy one thing and do another, the public will lose its trust in 

you. People may let an antipolitician get away with murder-in the United 

States, UK, Italy, and elsewhere, election campaigns have become like celeb­

rity pro-am golf tournaments where the amateurs are almost encouraged to 

miss shots and goof around-but not you. When it comes to the biggest deci­

sions, above all the question of war, we regard deceit, even recklessness with 

the facts, as a hanging offense. 

Don't try to fool the public about who you are. If you look like a senator 

and talk like a senator, only the loopiest antics-Senator Cruz, please step 

forward-will convince them that you are not a member of that hated elite. 

And if voters are bound to view you as a professional politician, common 

sense suggests that you should think carefully before pouring buckets of or­

dure over your colleagues and yoursel£ Judges and doctors and generals don't 

do it. Indeed, they take care-especially when a scandal raises wider ques­

tions about competence or ethics-to talk up their calling. All are more 

trusted than you are. Modern politics is like the last scene of Reservoir Dogs, 

with everyone aiming a gun at everyone else. Recognize that you can't shoot 

without getting shot yourself, and leave your more suicidal peers to finish one 

another off. 





space for sc::rious discussion. There are risks in trying to break the vicious cir- J 1 (i,
de, not least that your own colleagues-who are themselves quite inured to 
it-will accuse you of naivete or cowardice in the face of the enemy. Voters, 
on the other hand, might actually find it refreshing. And if you make the leap, 
you might be lucky enough to find one or two brave souls on the opposing 
side of the House prepared to take a chance on that old-fashioned thing called 
statesmanship. 

This is not a plea for compromise as such. The two sides in even a con­
structive and courteous debate may end as far apart as they began, and the 
public may b_e faced with a stark alternative as a result. That's as it should be: 
optimal public policy choices do not always sit in the middle of any given 
political battle. It's rather that no matter how deep the political divisions, it's 
always better to unearth the fundamentals of the argument and to expose 
them to the public. As we've seen repeatedly in this book, awkward policy 
areas that are ignored or reduced to the status of props in the pantomime of 
party politics seldom solve themselves. Instead they return to haunt the poli­
ticians who tried to bury them. Immigration, inequality, the aspirations and 
concerns of ethnic, cultural, and national minorities are all pressing current 
examples of this. 

Spin has always been a part of politics and probably always will be. Have 
a care all the same. Machiavellian news management can still be effective in 
controlled soFieties where even outright lies may never catch up with you­
thus the apparently never-ending political success story that is Vladimir 
Putin-but in the 360-degree digitally connected West, deniability is not 
what it used to be. As successive political leaders on both sides of the Atlantic 
have learned to their cost, what your attack dogs say "unattributably" to fur­
ther your cause with words and in ways to which you yourself would never 
publicly stoop always ends up being tracked back to you. Your people leave 
your fingerprints wherever they go, and their character-their cruelty, their 
intimidation, their hypocrisy-soon becomes continuous with your own. 
Spin worked best when it was nameless and when almost everyone inside 
politics and the media colluded in it. Once it was given a handle, and the 
media started to report on it as a story in itself, its best days were over. 

Don't always listen to communications advice from your closest political 
allies. You may well agree with their verdict on the moral character of the 
gang that faces you across the aisle, but think carefully before you give your 
own side the red meat it craves. In the run-up to the 2015 British general 





nor any medicines as far as I could see, nor any prospect of medical attention. If 
the UK is a wrecked land, what words are left for these women and their . 
plight, or for countries like Syria and Libya and Somalia, where wrecked means 

bombed and burned-out cities, slaughtered children, lawlessness, despair? 
Given the character of contemporary politics and media, it requires almost 

superhuman self-control not to give in to indiscriminate exaggeration­

especially if your opponents have already abandoned all restraint-but it's 
still the wisest course. Exaggeration wins fewer elections than its devotees 
imagine and, even when it does, things usually unravel rapidly. Let's see if 
that proves. true of the UK's headstrong 2016 Brexit vote. For political par­
ties, there's a further risk: once begun, an internal competition for who can 

sound the most radical or the most ideologically pure can quickly become 
unstoppable. Parties that succumb to this temptation-the modern Republi­
can Party is a splendid current example-lose control not just of collective 
discipline but of any coherent sense of their own identity. 

So learn the right rather than the wrong lessons from the antipoliticians. 
Steer clear of their bogus simplicity and instead acknowledge the complex­
ity of real-world policy. "There must be times," opined the Daily Telegraph in 
early 2014, "when David Cameron envies Nigel Farage. The simplicity of the 
UKIP leader's message obviates any need for subtlety or nuance. His position 
is easy to articulate: he wants Britain to leave the EU-no ifs nor buts."5

In the end, David Cameron lost his job and his political career in the face 
of Nigel Farage's supposed "simplicity." Yet the truth is that Britain's exit will 
be anything but simple-if the country still wants access to European markets 
and continued influence in European affairs-and the Leave camp's wild 

promises on immigration, tax, and unfettered sovereignty may all have to give. 
Throughout his career, Boris Johnson's quasi-antipolitical persona­

he presents as a postmodernist Bertie Wooster, flamboyant and pawkily 
self-aware-has allowed him to revel in gaffes and political gyrations that 
would have flattened a more straightlaced colleague. The Brexit referendum 
posed a problem for him, however. Without strong political convictions on 
the matter, he could have joined either camp, and argued for a time that the 

UK should vote to leave and negotiate to stay (he's fond of saying that his policy 
on cake is pro having it and pro eating it too). Eventually he summoned the 
media to a flash mob press conference. "Let me tell you where I've got to ... 

which is, um, I am, um, I've made up my mind," he told them. Out it was.6

Deep social and political forces were at work in the referendum, but 
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(logos) may be simplistic, but at least they're not automata. That can be enough, 1 'S O
even for sophisticated voters, to bridge the gap of persuasion.

It's something that precious few politicians from the established parties
can pull of£ Most have been schooled never to depart from their talking
points, never to concede error, never to lose it. For them, media interviews are
a stylized game: any difficult question is greeted with a nonanswer or an an­
swer to an entirely different question, the one that the politician has been
coached to give. The effect is evasive, brittle, alienating. Perversely, the result
of the heroic effort put into not making mistakes is that mistakes are the only
thing the media end up pursuing.

I spent an hour with Hillary Clinton when she was secretary of state. In
private conversation, she came across as exceptionally intelligent, thoughtful,
open-minded, self-deprecating, human, mischievous. My colleague at The

New York Times Magazine, Mark Liebovich, had a similar experience when
he was interviewing her off the record. Indeed, the encounter was going so
well, and she was speaking with such personality and eloquence, that he
suggested that they go on the record. At once, he says, the armored visor came
down, and she shifted to the tried-and-tested defensive boilerplate of the
stump speech and the official press release. Her fault? Our fault? Those ques­
tions don't help much. Collectively, we've managed to get to a place where it
is almost impossible for the public to get a sense of what leading public fig­

ures are like underneath the embattled public persona. Between us, we need
to figure out a way of demilitarizing.

Finally, pathos. It is easy for politicians to convince themselves that they
truly understand the public; that the sum of audience information to which
they are exposed-quantitative and qualitative data, taken with their own
inevitably rather random interactions with voters-adds up to a complete pic­
ture of the public mood; and that the models and segmentations that the
marketing specialists construct for them are firm enough to bear the load of
everything they want to build on them-the policies and the political tactics,
the keywords and taglines, the stories and the narrative shapes.

In truth, audiences are like the sea, infinitely diverse and changeable, and
this morning's conditions are a very imperfect guide to this afternoon's, let 

alone tomortow's. Great rhetors are like great sailors, their skill lying less in
the way they turn the wheel than in their ability to read the sea ahead and to
respond to it fluently and intuitively. It's not that data and instruments are
useless-sensible sailors consult satellite radar images and the GPS as well as





in journalism, and that even journalists who strive to be impartial can be in 'l. 1 l
thrall to unconscious narratives and prejudices. We can acknowledge the un-

dertow of political and social power structures and accept, to dilute Marshall 

McLuhan, that the medium always influences the message and that changes 

in the form, length, velocity, and interactive potential of media all affect the 

meaning it conveys. That is part of the burden of this book. 

By all means be a critical realist, tben, recognizing that the way human 

beings perceive, make sense of, and express reality is always mediated and 

subject to distortion. But accept too that there is a difference between the rea­

sonable observation that, given the way history is recorded, we may never 

fully understand the rise of Al Qaeda and the attack on the World Trade 

Center, and the crackpot suggestion that Jerusalem and Washington were 

really responsible for 9/11. 

Nothing that has happened to our world politically or technologically has 

made the need to uncover tbe truth less pressing. If anything, the world has 

become harder to understand, and the tools and techniques available to the 

world's many liars are more formidable. So we should ignore calls for jour­

nalism to become less hostile or adversarial, if that means any reduction of 

skepticism or unwillingness to pursue a story to its conclusion. Interviews 

with politicians should be courteous, but tbey also should be tough and, if the 

interviewee refuses to answer the question or obfuscates in some other way, 

toughness is more important than courtesy. 

But don't restrict your toolbox to the instruments of inquisitorial torture. 

Allow space not just for policy debate but also for policy explanation, and keep 

your finger off the scales until you get to the opinion pages. Perhaps a heavy 

editorial hand once sold newspapers or reassured doubtful readers. Today it 

may put many potential users off, including those younger customers you 

(and your advertisers) are so desperate to attract. 

Give the politicians the space to set out their stall in tbeir own words. Avoid 

the temptation to drop the initial political statement or policy announcement 

after its first few outings in your eagerness to move on to reaction and argu­

ment, forcing new readers or viewers to infer what the first speaker must have 

said from tbe angry response to it. It is a civic duty of serious journalism to al­

low politicians to be read or heard by tbe public at reasonable length in their 

own voice, and to debate with each other in paragraphs rather than ten-second 

prerecorded bites. Then hear from everyone else-your own experts, the aca­

demics and pundits, members of tbe public-and let battle commence. 



Our world is deafened by bogus revelation, venom, and speculation 
dressed up as proven scientific fact, but true investigative journalism, grounded 
in evidence and presented cogently on its merits, can still make the whole 
room fall silent. The public need for it is greater than ever and at every level­
from parish council to city hall, up to governments and multinational 
institutions-and yet the supply is faltering. That's because investigative jour­

nalism breaks most of the rules of modern media economics. It is expensive 

and time-consuiping, has a high failure rate, and often involves the kind of 
intricate detail that contemporary readers are said to have no time for. Do it 
anyway. 

Great investigations have a restorative power, over not only the institutions 

and injustices that are exposed but also over trust in journalism itself And 
for brave news organizations, investigations offer another potential benefit: 

in a desert of undifferentiated journalistic packaged goods, they can present 
a valuable point of distinction, a parcel of high ground that can be seen for 
miles around. 

This is something of a golden age when it comes to the journalism of 
analysis and contextualization. Backgrounders are not a new thing: mid­

twentieth-century newspaper readers followed battlefronts and moon shots 
and round-the-world solo sailors with the aid of maps and diagrams. As we 
saw, brief expositions, or "bexbos" as we called them-in other words, second­
ary video or studio packages that aimed to put the initial piece of reportage 
into context-arrived at the BBC in the 1980s. By 2012, The New York Times's 

feature Snow Fall, the story of a complex and tragic skiing accident in the 
Cascades, showed how journalists could weave words, still images, videos, 
and animating graphics and maps into a narrative whole cloth that would tell 
the story better than any one medium could ever do. 

But analytical journalism can go beyond the essentially descriptive and 
contextual and, especially in the field of public policy, burrow deep into the 
fundamentals of a story. Is Obamacare working or failing in practice? Do mi­
grant workers hell) or hinder a given economy? The answers to these and 

similar questions typically come not from a Deep Throat in the shadows of 
an underground parking garage, but from the careful study of often publicly 
available data. We are still in the foothills of analytical journalism; greater 
public access to data and advances in machine learning and other forms of 
artificial intelligence should soon enable it to go farther and deeper than it 
does today. This is one aspect of contemporary journalism that doesn't need 



to be changed-it needs to be reinforced. And cultural pessimists in the me­
dia please note: many of those citizens whom you think of as craving nothing 
but digital prolefeed are eager to make sense of a complex world and are lap­
ping it up. 

You probably have your own views about whether good reporting and po­
litical partisanship can ever coexist. Many reporters and editors argue that 

their political view of the world gives their journalism a passion and an ex­
planatory cogency unavailable to the cold-eyed impartialist. To me, real news 
journalism always strives for objectivity and political impartiality-every­
thing else is .special pleading. Call it opinion and we can all sit back and 
agree or disagree with it. Just don't claim that it's news: jumbling the worlds 
of what is and what should be is as incoherent and misleading as confusing 
astronomy with astrology. 

But even politically committed journalists should keep a proper profes­
sional and social distance from the people on whom they report. Trying to 
have it both ways-bosom pal one minute, seeker after the truth the next­
is impossible and often leads to the kind of collusion and trading of stories 
and people that give journalism a bad name. Occasions like the White House 
Correspondents' Dinner replace the proper relationship between politicians 
and the press with a kind of mutual masturbation, jokey, false, politics as ce­
lebrity comedy with bouncers at the door to stop any ordinary voters getting 
in. Our democratic leaders know that their own mode of public discourse is 
tainted, so they're eager to borrow those of journalism, the entertainment in­

dustry, and digital culture. If you get too close to them, within a heartbeat 
they'll be trying to sound and look just like you. 

And beware another threat. The balance of power between the press and 
advertisers has shifted in favor of the advertiser, and there's good evidence that 
many old and new media organizations are bowing to pressure to soften their 

reporting so as not to offend commercial partners and thereby lose revenue. 
Allowing your reporting to descend into self-censorship or outright commercial 
marketing is as great a betrayal of journalism as any-and more pernicious 

than most because it can be so hard for readers to spot. There is a simple fact

to be faced here: whatever they say in their annual corporate social responsi­

bility review, few companies are in favor of "transparency" when it comes to

themselves. They may try to bury bad news by hiding it and obstructing le-
( gitimate journalistic inquiry or, if that fails, by using threats and commercial 
[ leverage. 



If it is clearly labeled to distinguish it from newsroom output, adver­

torial and its digital cqusin "branded content" are fine, but police that bor­

der carefully. The public language of politics has become a self-interested 

form of marketing-speak. Don't let the same thing happen to the language 

of journalism. 

The greatest threats are also the most fundamental. If the cardinal rule 

for politicians is not to say one thing and do another, that for journalists is 

not to lie. Very few professional reporters or editors deliberately perpetrate 

categorical untruth
"'
s in their work, but many have become habituated to practices 

which, day by day, generate a legion oflittle lies: the twisted or "improved" 

quote; the omission of facts or context that might spoil a given story; the use 

of the question mark not to ask a question but to present a wild claim or 

speculative smear as if it were a matter of legit.imate debate; the out-of­

context addition of photos or other images from a different time and place to 

suggest an attitude of guilt, stupidity, or inappropriate smugness in relation 

to the present story. This is mendacity as subliminal habit. Each little lie 

may seem trivial; but they add up. 

Perhaps the most pernicious moral risk facing the modern journalist is the 

sin the medieval theologians called accidie. It's the least discussed of the seven 

deadly sins-"sloth" is how it is usually rendered in English-but what it 

really means is going through the motions, losing a grip on the real meaning 

of words or actions. In journalistic practice, accidie can lead reporters to twist 

reality beyond recognition until it vaguely resembles one of their limited rep­

ertoire of routine narratives, and to exaggerate and demonize less out of mal­

ice than because that too has become standard operating procedure, what 

the story "needs," and definitely what their editors and-who knows/­

perhaps even their readers have come to expect. 

Have the digital insurgents managed to branch away from these old and 

deeply rutted paths? Pol iticians would like to think so, and they sometimes 

go through phases of ostentatiously offering interviews to BuzzFeed and the 

Huffington Post rather than the Wall Street Journal and the BBC to underline 

tbe point. And it's perfectly true that great leaps have been made in multime­

dia, user experience, audience development, syndication. Journalism has never 

been more effectively packaged or efficiently distributed. 

But more often than not the content that pops out at the end of this shiny 

digital tube bears an uncanny resemblance to the endlessly repeated and re­

used stories that people have been reading in the tabloid press for more than 



a century. Although there have been advances of analytical reporting, inno­
vation in story-shape and the narrative tricks and tropes of traditional jour­
nalism has been surprisingly limited. 

The result is a special case within the wider crisis of public language: 
that of a t ribe whose discourse no longer has the breadth or the adaptability 
to reflect reality, but whose befuddlement is such that, even if they are aware 
of the dilemma, they are more likely to blame reality than themselves. Per­
haps this is the reason that the beast so often appears feral. It knows no bet­
ter, is too set in its ways, too invested in the belief that anger and bile aiways 
get the bigge_st audience, in the end too frightened to try anything differ­
ent. The important question about much old-fashioned journalism is not 

whether it can survive as a profession but whether it deserves to-and

whether anyone would miss it if it disappeared. 

Language and Institutions 

None of this will be solved, or even ameliorated, without meaningful progress 
on the economics of media. Silicon Valley engineers taught us to believe that 
news is atomic, in other words that consumers are chiefly interested in catch­
ing up with headlines and summaries of individual stories, that they don't 
really care who provides these units of news, and therefore that nothing is lost 
if they are aggregated from many different journalistic sources by an algo­
rithm (Google News) or some combination of algorithm and human editor 
(Huffington Post). Perhaps third-par ty aggregation might even prove super ior, 
because it could offer individual users a wider choice of sources and, by track­
ing their consumption, predict and prioritize which stories they are most 
likely to find "relevant." 

To the person with a hammer, everything looks like a nail. It's easy to see 
why computer scientists who were adept in the parsing, organization, and dis­
tribution of information, but had lit tle expertise or interest in content as such, 
should have thought like this. Nor, particularly at the level of headlines and 
home screens, is the idea entirely wrongheaded. If someone never clicks on a 
sports story, over time it probably makes sense to drop sport down the list of 
stories on his or her home screen, even if you are a news provider with an aspira­
tion to be a "journal of record." It is nonetheless a woefully impoverished view 
of!iow real human beings interact with news and other forms of journalism. 





physical newspapers, more slowly but still relentlessly when it comes to 1 'ii
broadcast TV. And in digital, it essentially doesn't work. Despite vast head-

line audiences, Web advertising is a problematic revenue stream for almost 

everyone other than global platforms like Facebook and Google. A vicious 

circle has set in: publishers respond to low advertising rates by overloading 

their pages with too many ads; readers retaliate by turning away or installing 

an ad blocker. On smartphones, the problem is even more fundamental-

there is no adjacent "white space" to sell. 

A few publishers, like The New York Times, are reinventing digital adver­

tising. Rather than relying on the principles of adjacency and stolen attention, 

we're working with commercial partners to develop advertising messages 

which-while clearly labeled to distinguish them from our own journalism­

are compelling enough to command interest and consumption on their own 

in our main content feed. 

It's a demanding model, however, which requires far more brand equity, 

investment, and creativity than most publishers can muster, whether they are 

legacy players or digital newbies. And even for the lucky minority, advertising 

on its own will not be enough to pay for news. Membership, freemium models, 

e-commerce, and events will not be enough either. There's nothing else for it: if

high-quality journalism is to survive, the public will have to pay for it.

At The Times, we have the largest and most rapidly growing digital pay 

model for news in the world. We let more than one hundred million people 

sample our journalism for free every month, but we still believe that every 

story and summary and video we create should be worth paying for. 

It's a high bar. No one needs to pay for scandal, paparazzi shots, celebrity 

news, listicles, or hate-filled prejudice and slander on the Internet. You can 

eat as much as you want of that free of charge. A pay model for news works 

only if you offer journalism that is genuinely distinctive and that delivers ac­

tual utility and value. The real reason most Western newspapers have failed 

to get digital pay models to work is not due to some deficiency on the part of 

their readers. Their journalism isn't compelling enough to sell. 

I've made the case for serious, ambitious, well-funded journalism for civic 

reasons. If you are a publisher of digital news, new or old, you should em­

brace this agenda for reasons of survival. The same goes for your counterparts 

in TV and radio, where radical disruption is only just around the corner. If 

enough players act now, there could actually be more first-class journalism in 

the future than there was in the days of easy money. 





If things are to improve, our institutions must change fundamentally. 1 � O
First, they must accept that their favorite language-the contemporary jar-
gon of "accountability" and "openness"-is a busted flush.

During the global financial crisis of 2008, the systems of governance, ac­
countability, and compliance that were supposed to ensure proper oversight
of individual banks and financial institutions, and of the financial system as
a whole, were shown to be a farce. In the aftermath, instead of an honest
acknowledgment of how far the interlocking safeguards of corporate gover­
nance, financial regulation, central bank oversight, and the law had failed, the
authorities simply pulled the same levers harder. If five thousand pages of
banking regulations didn't work, why not try ten thousand? Treated with
weariness and contempt by those to whom it is meant to apply, incomprehen­

sible to the rest of us, why should the public place an ounce of trust in any of
it? This too is accidie, the sin of pretending that empty words are really full
of meaning.

The culture of compliance is a false god, a failed rationalist attempt to
turn the quintessentially human qualities of honesty, integrity, and trust into 

a regulatory algorithm. Abandon it. Start from scratch. Fit your rules around
the central anthropological reality that trust is central in all our affairs and
that trust is a subjective business. Shared values and peer pressure to do the
right thing are more likely to prove effective before the fact than officious at­
tempts to codify good behavior-attempts that in themselves do nothing to
change hearts or improve organizational culture, and always seem to gener­

ate perverse incentives and outcomes. 

What goes for financial regulation goes for lawmaking more widely. In
The Rule of Nobody, the American lawyer and writer Philip K. Howard
chronicles the vast waste and paralysis associated with an overcomplex, con­

tradictory, and obsolescent legal code. To the wider economic and social cost,
let's add public incomprehension and alienation. Law is a primordial and para­
digmatic form of public language-Moses descending from Mount Sinai
with his tablets. Turn it into a cacophony of technocratic babble and don't be
surprised if the tribes of Israel grow restive.

Institutions must decide what they stand for. If you stand for scientific
objectivity, don't squander that by lending your authority to political advo­
cacy. If you run a university and claim to stand for intellectual and creative
freedom, get off your backside and defend them. Extremism, including both
Islamophobia and anti-Semitism (often skulking behind the word anti-





We can agree that broad public deliberation is central to the idea of 
democracy-the people weighing up the issues and deciding which proposal 
to back or which party and which leader should govern. But what does delib­
eration involve? In the English-speaking world, the simplest and most influ­
ential model is trial by jury. The jury hears all the evidence and arguments 
and then goes away to consider its verdict. Consideration in this case means 

discussion and debate among the individual members of the jury and an at­
tempt to reach unanimity. 

When we think of idealized popular political deliberation, it is tempting 
to think of the jury room writ large, of a dialectical process to which every 
single citizen should in principle contribute, leading to a decision in which 

all-even the dissenters-play a part. We know of course that the issues are 
more complex and the jury vastly more diffuse, but we can still think the 
more the merrier: the more engagement, the more argument, the more per­

sonal commitment the better. 
But is that realistic? Being in a jury puts every individual juror on the 

spot. Isn't the truth that, in the absence of that kind of specific public duty, 
most people prefer not to advance their own opinions or critique those of 

others? Only a small percentage of those who read a given online news story 
share it with their friends, and only a small percentage of them add a com­
ment. In those countries where membership in a political party is voluntary 
and doesn't offer any social or career advantage, most people prefer not to get 
involved at all. We may want to encourage and applaud the activists and 
cheerleaders, the bloggers and controversialists, but the legitimacy of democ-

. racy has always depended less on them than on the 90 percent or more of the 
population who take part in none of those things, who watch and listen and 
who, if they discuss politics at all, do so in a purely private setting. 

The Athenians understood this. The demos was sovereign-the public 
was boss, there was no question about that. But they exercised their sover­

eignty in practice by doing little more than turning up, listening, and mak­
ing a collective decision. The juries that reached a verdict in trials were very 

large and their deliberation did not involve asking questions of the witnesses 

or the rival rhetors, or even conferring with one another. All citizens were 

expected to use their own practical wisdom independently to reach a conclu­
sion and cast their lot (vote) accordingly. Justice depended not on unanimity 
or the ability of the more outspoken jurors to persuade their peers but simply 
on the aggregation of the mass of individual opinions. 
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So let's put public language at the heart of the teaching of civics. Consti­

tutional history, the structure of the different arms of government, how a bill 

becomes law, the way our courts work-these should all have their place in 

the curriculum, but none of them is as important as the mastery of public 

language. Few of us will ever be directly involved in the legislative process. 

Nor is detailed knowledge of the workings of the House of Commons or the 

US Senate likely to help wavering voters make up their minds. But they will 

encounter rhetoric everywhere-every time they read or look at the news or 

hear a speech, open up an app or look at an advertisement. The dream of rhe­

toric as the art ,of reasonable, critical persuasion depends more than anything 

else on the emergence of a critical audience.

We need to teach our children how to parse every kind of public language, 

from marketing-speak to the loftiest political utterances on TV and radio, the 

Web and social media. Young people should learn the history of political rhe­

toric and advertising, explore case studies, create their own public language 

in the form of text, picture, and video. 

The media, and especially mission-driven media institutions like the BBC 

and The New York Times, have an impor tant part to play, as do all organ­

izations-museums, think tanks, foundations-devoted to advancing the 

public's understanding of science and other policy areas. We all have a duty not 

just to red-flag the tendentious and the suspect hut also to help our audiences 

build their own mental model in each major policy area-economic, geopoliti­

cal, social, scientific-into which that day's statistics or political claims can be 

placed in a context of proportion and probability. They need to learn too how 

to challenge each model and adapt it in the light of changing circumstances. 

This is not the way rhetoric is generally taught today. The humanities as 

a whole stand at low tide, judged less economically valuable, less worthy of 

research grants than the sciences, an indulgence for privileged kids or those 

who don't know what to do with themselves. And even within the humani­

ties, in most schools and universities rhetoric is ignored. If Cicero were alive 

today, he'd probably become an economist or a computer scientist. The last 

subject he'd choose to major in would be rhetoric. 

But if anything can hold our brittle public realm together, it is more likely 

to be the right kind of rhetoric than a clever new piece of code. Let's remember 

that, like the other humanities, like all great art, the question that it wrestles 

with-how are we to live with one another?-is the most important question 

that confronts any human society. Let's teach our children rhetoric. 
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cultural globalization and relativization risked turning English itself into a 

mongrel tongue. We could debate the first assertion. History suggests that the 

second is wholly fallacious and that, on the contrary, exposure to different 

cultures thickens the plot, introduces new vocabularies and new perspec­

tives, and challenges the status quo in unsettling but ultimately fruitful ways. 

There are other fresh shoots. Satire has been enjoying a comeback on tele­

vision and the Web in both Britain and America. Satirists have always been 

public language's street sweepers, brushing away bogus rhetoric in all its 

forms-the false, the fawning, the idiotic. Although satirical magazines and 

Web sites like Private Eye, The Onion, and Charlie Hebda play their part, this is 

especially true of today's TV satirists, Chris Morris and Armando Iannucci in 

the UK, Jon Stewart and John Oliver in the US among them. Programs like 

The Day Today, Have I Got News for You, The Thick of It, The Daily Show, and 

Last Week Tonight often do a better of job of deconstructing the language of 

politicians, and helping viewers make sense of what is really going on, than the 

majority of straight news sources. Indeed, many people now rely on them not 

just for laughs but also for the most trustworthy commentary on current events. 

People sometimes talk about satire as if it were just another expression of 

the wider cynicism and negativity that they detect in both media and politics, 

but it isn't. The best satire is a fusion of anger and creativity. It's a purgative, 

and its purpose, like great journalism and great aspirational politics, is not to 

hurt but to cure. 

Anger also powers the language of hip-hop. While mainstream white 

rock and pop have rarely strayed far from the solipsistic world of personal 

feelings, hip-hop is almost always socially situated and politically aware, and 

often conscious of itself as rhetoric. "My words are weapons," rapped Emi­

nem in "Words Are Weapons." "I use 'em to crush my opponents/ My words 

are weapons / I never show no emotion." 10 This is scarcely news-Public 

Enemy was announcing that Elvis was racist and US history nothing but four 

centuries of rednecks back in 1989 11-but hip-hop has gravitated to the main 

stage in the decades since then without losing any of its indignation or lin­

guistic inventiveness. 

In hip-hop, the personal is political and the political personal. Beyonce's 

2016 album Lemonade is a cycle of songs about betrayal, fury, and redemp­

tion that places her own emotional life artfully within the wider struggle of 

black women for respect and love: the mothers of three young black men 

killed in law ehforcement incidents appear in the video that accompanies the 
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mordant critique of the brave new political world that Hamilton· and his J °t \I' 
friends are building. Hamilton's idealism and sense of honor lead to a sense-
less death at the hands of Aaron Burr, but by then they have defined, not 
what American political culture was or is, but what it might aspire to. With 
its sprung rhythm and switchback language, Hamilton hints at what a new 
political rhetoric might sound like, one that can acknowledge the disputa­
tiousness and cynicism that are endemic to democracy but never accepts that 
they are the whole of the story. 

If we look hard, we can also see some promising new buds within political 

discourse itself. The language of fairness is one of them. 
On the face of it, fairness is bitterly disputed in modern political discourse. 

Often rival definitions sit on both sides of a given argument. Can it possibly 
be fair if women and minorities earn less than men? But if it involves hiring 
and promoting people because of their gender or skin color rather than purely 
on their professional ability, is affirmative action (or positive discrimination, 
as it is often called in the UK) fair? 

The arguments that arise from these questions can leave one wondering 

whether fairness has any objective meaning at all, or whether it is one of those 
words that can be twisted to fit any side of any argument. But in modern 
pluralist societies, almost everyone agrees (at least in principle) that fair treat­

ment is both a universal right and a moral duty, so any case that convincingly 

evokes fairness is likely to carry force. A battle to define what is fair, or which 
of two rival perspectives on fairness should prevail, is therefore a battle of 
substance-and, as we shall shortly see, sometimes there are clear-cut win­

ners and losers. 
Fairness has been a long time coming-politicians have been arguing 

about it at least since King John's barons forced him to sign Magna Carta in 
1215, though the decisive advances in the theory and language of social justice 
were made from the late seventeenth century on. By 1948, when the United 
Nations made its Universal Declaration of Human Rights after the horrors 

of the Second World War, the argument for a global framework of fairness 
for all was carried nem con. Forty-eight countries voted in favor of the decla­

ration and none against. The eight countries that abstained (the Soviet bloc, 
Yu1eoslavia, South Africa, and Saudi Arabia among them) had no intention 
of upholding the rights contained in the declaration, but it is telling that even 
at that time none of them thought it politic to vote against. 





Take same-sex marriage. Opponents of allowing gay people to marry each ) O O
other initially based their objections largely on their religion, believing first
that homosexuality was sinful and second .that marriage was intended by
God to be the union of a man and a woman, not just to consummate their love
for each other but also to produce children. But even in as religious a country
as the United States, it is widely accepted that matters of faith are a private
affair. The advocates of reform, moreover, took care to make their case not
on the basis that those opposed to homosexuality were wrong or bigoted, but
rather that marriage is a civil as well as a religious institution and that, in the 

:ivil realm, the exclusion of gays raised a simple matter of fairness: if one pair
)f consenting adults is allowed to get married, why not another? Western
;ocieties had long ago decided to make divorce legal, even though many of
their citizens considered it to be wrong. These societies don't force anyone to
get divorced or even to condone divorce in principle. But they argue that Cit-
izen A doesn't have the right to prevent Citizens B and C from getting di-
vorced if they so choose.

The effect was to drive a rhetorical wedge into the opposing camp. Sticking
to religious and moral principles effectively meant retreating from the policy 

debate to the comfort of the pulpit, allowing the faithful to remain true to their
convictions but ceding most of the active political ground to the reformers. The
alternative was to confront the reformers on their own terms, but that meant
abandoning religio-moral arguments for less certain sociological ones-which
largely seemed to boil down to the proposition that heterosexual marriage is an
ancient institution that you interfere with at your peril. Few of the vast uncom­
mitted majority found that line of reasoning compelling. Many other "time­
!ionored institutions," like the historic privileges and power that men enjoyed
,ver women, had already been successfully challenged and the result had not
,een Sodom and Gomorrah but social progress.

The decision to prpmote ''same-sex marriage" rather than "gay marriage"
Nas also an astute move by the proponents of reform. "Same-sex" points the
.istener's mind toward matters of gender fairness and broader tolerance rather
:han gayness as such. Pragmatic, but also justified: the case was always equal­
ty before the law rather than a plea for any one sexuality.

For a long while it looked as if same-sex marriage was going to be an­
Jther of those interminable values debates that never get resolved. But at
;ome point the opposing party simply ran out of words. And so in the United
,tates and a growing number of other countries, what had looked like a
engthy struggle gave way to something approaching a walkover.





302 / ENOUGH SAID 

But let's not despair. Public language has come back to life before, as it 

did in England in the century after the Civil War, sometimes even as the last 

rites were being read over it. Revival depends not on the victory of one ideol­

ogy over another, nor on any deliberate call for reform, but on a turning of 

the tide of culture and society. We're commonsensical creatures and we know 

that our life together depends on our being able to resolve our differences, at 

least most of the time. Sooner or later a new language of reasonable persua­

sion should emerge. We just don't know when. 

So what can you do in this long uncertain interim? Open your ears. Use 

your own good judgment. Think, speak, laugh. Cut through the noise. 




