
Among the tactics used by governments, institutions,
and corporations to defend their actions (or inactions),
deflect criticism, and destroy opposition are Denial,

Delay, Divide & Conquer, and Discredit. Why they all begin
with ‘d’ I can’t explain, but it makes a neat example of
alliteration, an ‘aide-memoir’ to the techniques of deception.

Today’s citizens should be able to identify these techniques
as part of their ability to assess the information they receive. It
seems unlikely that the upcoming new millennium will see a
sudden improvement in the integrity of public information.

Historically, Canadians have respected the rule of law, their
institutions, their governments and their leaders. Certainly, the
story of Canada includes a fascinating collection of scoundrels,
drunks, and confidence men, but also many good, sincere, and
hardworking nation-builders. Most government actions have
been taken in the name of the common good, citizens have
believed that this was so, and much of the time it has turned
out to be true.

This is the democratic ideal implicit in our Constitution and
Charter of Rights, the government and legal structures they
describe, and, for that matter, the British Magna Carta and Bill
of Rights, the U.S. Declaration of Independence and the U.N.
Charter of Human Rights. 

To function properly, these structures depend on the ethics
of the individuals administering them. Could today’s ethics be
weaker, or today’s temptations stronger than in the past? Or
could it be that citizens have more information than in the
past? The price of liberty, it has been said, is eternal vigilance.
Never more so than now it seems, when the preferred response
of government to any accusation or opposition is denial, often
to the point of stonewalling.

Plausibility and Pinocchio
Democracy, then, is founded on the trust we have for our
leaders. If we don’t believe them, then we’re admitting the
failure of the system, that trust, and ourselves. So we prefer to
believe what they tell us. It’s more convenient that way. 

Former president Richard Nixon of the U.S. didn’t invent
‘plausible deniability’, but his small group of conspirators were
the first to give it a name. They realized that not all denial,

truthful or not, would be believed, and attempted to define
what they thought would be believed and what would not.

This was, and is, a dangerous game, and runs the distinct
risk of underestimating the intelligence, or at least the
suspicions, of the public. Yet today’s political, institutional, and
corporate leaders continue to play it.

Nixon failed to understand what might be termed the law
of diminishing plausibility, otherwise known as the Pinocchio’s
Nose Effect. Eventually his entire presidency became so
implausible he was forced to abandon it.

Skirting the fine edge of implausibility requires considerable
subtlety, and many of our present leaders don’t have it; this
may be just one more indication that their skills don’t come up
to standards set by leaders earlier this century. A cynic might
say that the less ethics one has, the more skill one must have
(the converse would hold that the less smarts you have, the
more honest you must be). Except that leaders have the
advantage that we really want to believe them, so maybe they
can get away with not being quite that smart. Or honest.

Ignorance of the law, it is said, is no excuse. But for a
political, business, or institutional leader, ignorance of the facts
is frequently presented as an excuse, and the most common
type of denial. And the denial is virtually always a denial of
responsibility.

Bureaucracy: It’s Always Bad News
Bureaucratic organizations depend on a procedure known as
‘exception reporting’ to reduce the amount of information
moving up the organization. If operations are going according
to plan, don’t report it; only report if things are going wrong.
This means that all news is automatically bad news, and tends
to result in an institutional reluctance to pass on any news at
all. This procedure makes a major contribution to deniability at
the top.

According to this theory, if the boss has a clean desk,
everything is fine. What it really means is that if the boss has a
clean desk, he’s being kept in the dark, since Murphy’s Law
will ensure that not everything will go right.  So a government
minister or a business leader who says he didn’t know all was
not well in his area of responsibility is, in fact, admitting that he
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took inadequate steps to confirm that everything was OK.
This, of course, stretches the bounds of plausibility; how

could someone in such a position be so incompetent? (To put it
another way, how could we put someone so incompetent in
such a position?)

A search for scapegoats will inevitably result, a search

which will eventually identify the least skillful (and probably
least experienced) liar in the organization to ‘take the fall’. 

So the next time you hear a denial of knowledge or
responsibility, rate it carefully on the plausibility scale. The real
culprit is usually at the top, as his nose will eventually
demonstrate. ✐


