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Let’s just say that when I was young, I experimented a lot at the boundaries between 
fiction and non-fiction. In due course, I learned about the give-away glance, the 
shifting feet, the fidgeting, the rising pitch of voice, the flapping hands; the body 
language by which we betray ourselves when up to our necks in the midden of 
deception. Looking back, at some point it seems I must have given up on the 
outright lie – always a hard trick to pull off, especially in the long term – for a more 
covert concealment of fact, a bending of reality rather than an outright fracture. 
Consequently, I spent a part of my business career involved with marketing. Had I 
consolidated my skills in the more overt forms of deception, I would have gone into 
advertising or PR, whose political siblings are the lobbyist and the spin-doctor. 

These are the occupations of the New Jesuits. 

It’s true! The advertising/marketing/PR axis advances under the banner of a new 
mercenary army; covert and devious, experts in dissembling, masters of political and 
religious intrigue, devious of persuasion and practised in coercion; educated, worldly-
wise, cynical, well-connected and manipulative, demonstrating neither shame, guilt 
nor restraint. They are the Apostles of Advertising and the Mercenaries of Marketing, 
and they will preach your cause, and fight on your side, if the price is right.

Salesmen say that it doesn’t matter what they are touting; they can sell anything 
equally well. They claim it’s the technique itself that matters, which can be applied 
with equal success to any product, idea, doctrine or party. They also infer that they 
don’t need to believe in anything, they just need to look like they do. I make a 
distinction between the cynical salesman and the company man, who really believes 
his products are the best you can get. The remainder (and regrettably the majority), 
seem oily and disreputable despite the sharp suits and the natty patter, or perhaps 
because of them; rather like politicians, now I come to think of it.

Salesmen are, at least, display some kind of local, temporary and conditional loyalty 
as a matter of professionalism. This is not true of advertising, the pimp of profit. 
The basic idea of advertising is just common sense, even in the world of barter; 
if you have something you want to trade, you need to find a way to let potential 
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buyers know. In a society in which we trade things, this will always be so. But like 
salesmen, advertising people need to believe in nothing, so their skills can be applied 
to everything. Like Jesuits of old, advertising men and woman have no regard for 
quaint and obsolete notions like truth, loyalty or honesty. In a world in which 
business ruthlessly competes, where commerce is a war between companies, truth, as 
always, will be the first victim. The nature of competitive consumerism means that all 
communication with, and about it, is propaganda, carefully managed and massaged 
to create the desired impression, to convey the right message. 

Advertising’s coldly impersonal view of people as automata, merely to be constantly 
programmed and reprogrammed, is very disturbing. This is no way to look at society; 
mere blocks and strata to be shifted, aspirations and desires to be re-channelled, fears 
and prejudices to prey on, social groups and peer values to be realigned, all to be 
manipulated as deftly as possible. For manipulated we are, constantly conditioned to 
desire the correct things, want the right brands, spend the right amount of money, 
and advertising encourages us using every possible trick at its disposal; psychology, 
social sciences, subliminal suggestion; any amount of sophistry, the exploitation of 
gender, the debasing of sex; carefully tailored appeals to our ignorance, snobbery, age, 
class and faith, head, stomach and groin, through both subtle suggestion and blatant 
huckstering. They also co-opt the top creative minds of the day, producing work that 
boasts the most originality and best techniques available. They further their aims by 
exercising influence over the media. Newspapers align themselves with target markets 
and play to the political and moral positions of their readership in order to sell 
advertising most effectively. TV schedulers and programme commissioners sweat over 
their options, the choice of which must increase revenue by making the advertising 
slots more desirable and therefore more expensive. I’ve written elsewhere about how 
our cultural activities are tailored to suit advertisers, but so dependant are the media, 
sports and the arts on advertising revenue and commercial funding that we can 
hardly expect them to be either uncompromising or impartial. The boys and girls in 
advertising are smart, their methods cunning and devious. The millions they make 
every day attest to how effective they are, for there is a method by which their success 
in bending the consumer to the will of the manufacturer can be measured, and it is 
the increase in profit.

�
Marketing is a light-hearted version of advertising in some ways. Marketing 
departments are generally internal affairs, so they are rather more involved with the 
products. (There are marketing consultancies too, of course, and just as mercenary 
as their advertising brethren). The marketing men and women brief the ad agencies, 
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choose the campaigns, approve the slogans and logos, control advertising budgets 
as well as funds for their own activities, and largely decide the image a company 
projects, its implied status in the market, and the look and positioning of its 
products. Marketing is quite playful, with as many connections to creative processes 
as business methods. It has more leeway than any other arm of business to be 
ridiculous, to try daft stunts and stage silly events, and sometimes plainly waste 
money without necessarily incurring a terminal penalty. Novelty is all in marketing, 
a merit demanded of every stage of the process, but rarely delivered. Functionality, 
industrial design, operation and packaging come under the scrutiny of the marketing 
department, whose demands, even when appropriate, are strangely undervalued and 
sometimes hotly disputed; snobbish designers and vain engineers hate playing to the 
galleries, even though the crowd pay their wages. Marketing departments also spend a 
great deal of time creating materials which they fervently hope will convey their latest 
claims effectively. 

When it comes to a product launch, marketeers are like children. They like dressing 
up and bright lights, loud noises and farting cushions, fireworks and hot blood, 
parties and racy food, celebrities and exotic locations, suggestions of sex and the 
adrenaline buzz. And booze, plenty of booze. Sometimes there’s even a product in 
there somewhere, although it is rarely allowed to get in the way of the fun.

Yet, during their more sober deliberations, marketing people are forced to follow a 
downward spiral from being slightly misleading to downright deceptive, all to the 
degree they think they can get away with. In meetings, marketing execs are for ever 
in search of a new euphemism, a novel simile. All marketing is done by inference, 
since in most markets world-wide, their claims cannot be too extravagant – there are 
laws against that kind of thing. Instead, they struggle to find ways to suggest how 
great their product is, rather than make a bald claim, irrespective of its actual quality. 
Where they can’t say “it’s the best” they say “it’s the best in its class”, a distinction that 
lets them off the hook if they invented the class in the first place. When the product 
is crap, they struggle manfully with epithets like economic, compact, competitive, 
budget, bargain, affordable; the inexpensive entry-level low-cost mid-range starter-
pack. They never, ever, use the word cheap. Marketing people strive to stay in touch 
with topical culture so they can appeal to it in some way; through a colour scheme, 
by making it disposable, by claiming it will save the environment if only you’ll buy 
it. Marketing is shameless; they drag pseudo-science into the ring at the slightest 
provocation. When I first started writing this book, a TV advert was running 
nightly for a hair shampoo said to be endowed with “Regenium X/Y”. Any claim to 
scientific legitimacy is utterly spurious: they just made that up. Does anyone believe 
this nonsense? Well, apparently so, otherwise they wouldn’t be doing it; you can be 
assured that these people know what they’re about, at least most of the time.
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While marketing concerns itself less with outright deception, and more on a certain 
flattery of the product or the consumers who might buy them, the lobbyist and 
public relations battalions of this covert army are in the equivocal front line. Their 
disciplines are designed to fulfil the need of an organisation to speak in a professional 
media voice, to tell a story convincingly, consistently and repeatedly, no matter what 
the facts. As with all the cases I’ve mentioned, there are good people with truthful, 
committed positions representing ideas, products, causes and demands they believe 
in. They are, regrettably, in the minority.

The management of public relations is, on one hand, quite benign. PR people spend 
a lot of time just ringing up their mates in the media, trying to supply material that 
promotes their cause or product, writing press releases and chasing clients for the 
promised pack shots that are always in the post along with the cheque. The other 
side of the coin is less attractive; hiring people to professionally misrepresent the 
truth, calling up those wily exponents of the damage limitation exercise and the 
pressure group. If they represent companies or organisations, they are PR. If they 
represent issues, they are lobbyists (although they both fire from each other’s trenches 
in combat situations). We’ve all seen them; the loquacious, lugubrious exponents of 
denial and deceit who turn up on TV night after night to deny that their company 
broke this, polluted that, employed child labour or defied that sanction. Then there’s 
the lobbyists telling us that cutting down the rainforest is a good thing, that fossil 
fuels aren’t the main cause of global warming, that we need more nuclear power 
stations or that we don’t, that foxes don’t mind foxhunting (in fact, they find it rather 
fun, but bitterly resent the fact they are never offered a stirrup cup or a chance to 
chase the horses). The extent to which they are prepared to deceive the public and 
the media, the law or government, knows no limit. I regret that, in a demonstration 
of the way good-intentioned organisations are corrupted by adopting the methods 
of those they oppose, even lobby groups we want to admire like Greenpeace and the 
World Wildlife Fund have become economical with facts that don’t suit them, and 
less than forthright about certain issues. In some ways, they have become as slick as 
the competition, adopting their methods in order to engage with the enemy.

So skilled at fabrication and evasion are these professional evangelists and dissemblers, 
our politicians now consider it more or less mandatory to be trained by them. In 
my lifetime, our public figures in general have become much more media-savvy. 
No longer starry-eyed, flattered or bemused by the novelty of mass-media exposure, 
rarely now do they say anything credible, in fact anything at all. Every business leader 
and government minister can elegantly and effortlessly respond to any question with 
an answer on a completely different topic, and make it sound like a valid response. 
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All those in the public eye quickly become adept at bending over while looking like 
they’re standing upright, of absolute denial in the fact of overwhelming facts. If this 
isn’t effective enough, they will plan and launch fierce attacks on the veracity of the 
charges, the accuracy of data, and the personal ethics and probity of those asking the 
questions. The ad hominem attack is alive and well, and appears now to be the main 
weapon of the New Jesuits.

Another practitioner of professional misrepresentation is the spin-doctor, a self-
serving and cynical title for what is little more than knowing how far the truth can be 
bent before it breaks, or thinking they know. In their guise as political advisors and 
communications directors, these missionaries of mistrust infiltrate the top echelons 
of every sector of our society, and every word and gesture confirms their lack of 
trustworthiness. They speak with great sincerity, will look you straight in the eye 
and tell you black is plainly white, with no give-away boy language whatever. They 
are expert at misrepresentation: they are consummate liars. Such behaviour is now 
the norm. Strangely, their duplicity and habitual evasion are quite plain to see. We 
rarely believe a word they say and are seldom deceived; politicians and their minions 
score very poorly in polls questioning the reliability of public figures. One wonders 
why they keep trying so hard to deceive us: force of habit, perhaps, or fear of failure? 
Denial of responsibility, more like it, and an obsession with the retention of power 
and authority ; finding themselves at the tip of history’s pen, the alleged great and 
good are singularly concerned with how meritorious their successful actions can be 
made to appear to posterity, and how little responsibility should be attributed them 
for the things that went wrong. A reading of any ex-ministerial autobiography will 
confirm this point.

�
Yeah, but so what? Advertising is tedious, marketing is shallow, PR is manipulative 
blah blah blah. Tell us something new. 

Well, there is nothing new. There may be some small novelty however in the scale 
on which these activities are taking place. What really worry me are the cumulative 
effects on our behaviour. What happens to us when public standards are gently 
lowered until any old crook can waddle over the bar? We get used to it; we shrug 
and carry on as if it doesn’t affect us, just some other idiot. I don’t think any of us 
are immune to this contagious indifference, this sleeping sickness, and it is now so 
common we no longer see the gradual deterioration in the probity of public figures as 
an ailment at all, just an inconvenience like sore feet or an aching back.

Until a hundred years ago, there was no radio, no TV, no literate society, no rapid 
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form of mass communication at all. The message, if we ever got to hear it at all, was 
severely compromised by the number of repetitions required to bring it to us. Today, 
the message comes directly to us, at once. The advent of technology and the growth of 
the media make the message urgent and significant in a way it has never been before. 
Votes can be lost on a turn of phrase, governments ousted by a simple misjudgement. 
Millions in profit can be written off by an admission of guilt. So a new discipline has 
been created, solely to advise on the germane content of the message, manage the 
delivery of it, and prevent the sender from committing himself foolishly. The message 
is sacrosanct, its contents having little bearing on the overriding need to deliver 
it, and the truth no bearing at all. The messengers will stop at nothing to deliver 
their packets, to complete their compact with the sender. Despite their dedication, 
the reality-benders are dissipating the binding force of society, a unity created by 
sharing certain values, a code of moral and ethical standards that the manipulators 
are so busily undermining. If truth and veracity in our leaders are not norms from 
which they occasionally stray, but exceptions that prove the mendacity of the rule, 
this must surely have a debilitating effect on the mass of people who invested their 
trust in those they work or vote for. If, at every glance of the public gaze, we see only 
falsehood, prevarication and fabrication in those who serve our interests, what are we 
to make of such a system, and how do these counterfeit merits inform the way we 
behave? 

Should we be condemned for emulating them? Who would cast the first stone? (Our 
leaders, of course, a university degree in hypocrisy being the only qualification needed 
to join the New Jesuits). 

We expect our leaders to set examples. It is not easy, and the public is more forgiving 
than the media would have us believe. When our expectations are so very poorly 
met, we all pay a heavy penalty. Our conviction that truth is important is weakened. 
Notions of honour and dignity are undermined. Those we would follow appear 
unworthy to lead. We are less trusting of each other, and must defend ourselves 
habitually from taking anything at face value, for plainly nothing is as it seems. We 
expect others to lie and cheat, since such patterns are now the norm. We believe in 
nothing, following the example of those who lead us. Selfless integrity is displaced by 
self-serving expediency. We are made cynical, evasive, powerless and afraid, because 
without trust, the future is reduced from an opportunity to a threat. 

 


