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DAMIEN MCELROY  .

The convening power of the 
United Nations around its 
annual general assembly, 

otherwise known as UNGA, is one 
of the great strengths of the global 
organisation.

The UN secretary general’s yearly 
theme has the power to concentrate 
minds and affords a bully pulpit for 
a particular agenda.

This week has seen the world’s 
attention turn to climate change. 
A summit opening at the UN head-
quarters in New York on Monday 
will focus on the climate crisis and 
follows protests by an estimated 
four million people, who pounded 
the streets of their cities on Fri-
day in the name of a global climate 
strike. For a short window, climate 
change will enjoy priority over 
peace-building, conflict or migra-
tion.

That is not to say that none of 
these issues are not linked or won’t 
be discussed. The nature of the cli-
mate crisis is that no factors stand 
in isolation.

It is appropriate that Antonio Gu-
terres should have used this year’s 
meeting to give primary focus to the 
environmental challenges faced by 
mankind. As the week progresses, 
world leaders will gather to give 
speeches from the marbled podium 
in front of the assembly. 

The messages of the climate sum-
mit will be repeated and reinforced 
alongside perennial national pri-
orities.

Sir David King, a former chief 
scientific adviser to the British gov-
ernment, raised eyebrows earlier 

this month when he said he had 
been frightened by recent weather 
events. In particular, this summer’s 
heatwave in Europe, the rate of 
loss of ice in Antarctica and the 
exceptionally slow progress of dev-
astating Hurricane Dorian caused 
concern. These extreme events are 
occurring far earlier than the sci-
entists in the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change had ever 

predicted. As such, the probabili-
ty of people being affected by the 
consequences of climate change has 
grown much more likely.

“If you got on a plane with a 
one-in-100 chance of crashing, you 
would be appropriately scared,” 
observed Sir David as he explained 
why we should all be alarmed by 
what is happening.

The intellectual argument over 

climate change has been far more 
hotly contested than the science. 
As the UN summit opens, it is 
worth noting there are no coun-
ter-demonstrations of any signifi-
cance planned. 

What was once a fusillade of 
sceptical commentary has now be-
come the domain of a few.

The doubters once relied on 
popular but ropey arguments to 
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The United Nations General 
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places where doubters still have 

a platform
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Over the past few weeks, 
I have been travelling 
around the UK speaking 

to diverse groups about the fu-
ture of Europe and the prospect 
of Brexit. Most of these public 
meetings are fun. Some are tru-
ly inspiring but a few are a puz-
zle. Conway Hall is a famous 
London landmark, historically 
a venue of civilised debate on 
ethical issues. I spoke there on 
the topic of “the normalisation 
of lies in public life”. We all tell 
lies occasionally and we know 
it is wrong, yet sometimes we 
do it so as not to cause offence.

“Yes,” we say, “I loved that 
shirt you gave me for my birth-
day.” Or: “Yes, your new hair-
style suits you.”

We are also often not truthful 
when purchasing something 
online when forced to tick a 
box showing we have read the 
terms and conditions. Have you 
ever read the terms and condi-
tions? Me neither. I cannot ever 
remember reading thousands 
of words of T&C legalese.

At the Conway Hall meet-
ing, when talking about ly-
ing in public life, I was asked 
a question by a woman who 
said she had voted for Brex-
it in the referendum of 2016. 
When someone says: “I voted 
for Brexit”, I always ask which 
version of Brexit they voted 
for, since more than three years 
later, we still cannot agree what 
Brexit means.

“I voted for a ‘clean Brexit’,” 
the woman said confidently, 
explaining that meant “leaving 
the European Union with no 
deal on October 31”.

Unfortunately nearly every 
part of that sentence is impos-
sible.

The words “clean Brexit” 
only became fashionable after 
a book of that title was pub-
lished in August last year - not 
when we voted two years earli-
er. Moreover, the words “clean 
Brexit” have no real meaning, 
rather like previous Brexit 
slogans of having deals called 
“Canada-plus”, “Norway-plus” 
or “managed no deal”. Once you 
add in the word “plus” or “man-
aged” to any “deal”, it can mean 
anything you want it to mean. 

But the woman could not 
have voted as she now thinks 
she did for other reasons too. 
No deal was never an option 
on the 2016 Brexit referendum 
ballot paper. Prominent poli-
ticians wanting Brexit – Nigel 
Farage, Michael Gove and Boris 
Johnson – explicitly stated that 
Britain would leave the Euro-
pean Union with a deal and, so 
they claimed at the time, a very 
good deal because, as they put 
it, “we hold all the cards”. Fi-
nally – and most obviously – in 
June 2016, no date was fixed for 
leaving the EU, so the woman 
could not possibly have voted to 
leave on October 31, 2019. That 
date was only fixed in March 
this year, and even now it might 
not happen.

The puzzle is how a decent, 
articulate human being like 
this voter could so profound-
ly delude herself about easily 
verifiable facts. Perhaps it is a 
tiny example of a phenomenon 
known more grandly as “his-
torical negationism”. It means 
humans give accounts of the 
past by selectively (and some-
times deliberately) ignoring 
or denying troublesome facts 
which undermine their case.

Napoleon Bonaparte once 

wryly observed that history “is 
a set of lies agreed upon”. On 
the day I had the discussion in 
Conway Hall, British newspa-
pers began running extracts of 
the autobiography of the prime 
minister who got us into the 
Brexit mess in the first place, 
David Cameron. His “factual” 
account of our recent history 
did not please either side in the 
Brexit debate. 

The Brexit supporting tab-
loid newspaper The Sun called 

it “Mills and Boon for Remain-
ers,” referring to a particularly 
soppy kind of fantasy love story. 
A newspaper in the Remain 
camp, the Guardian, excoriated 
Mr Cameron for a self-serving 
account pretending that the 
referendum mess for which he 
was responsible was really a 
“boon” for Britain if the Leav-
ers’ dastardly tactics hadn’t 
stopped him from getting his 
message across to the great 
British public. 

Mr Cameron’s account avoids 
the uncomfortable fact that un-
til he forced a referendum upon 
us in 2016, membership of the 
EU was an issue of little con-
cern to the vast majority of the 
British people, and the vote was 
largely to appease Euroscep-
tic elements in his own party, 
with the expectation that the 
Remain camp would win. He 
led a woeful campaign, lost the 
vote and his job to boot. 

The term “historical nega-

Historians 
have long 

struggled to 
separate fact 

from fiction – 
but the truth 

is even harder 
to distinguish 

when 
politicians 

actively try to 
rewrite events 
as they unfold

Dishonesty and denialism is a virus infecting public life 
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Now that the Demo-
crats and the Fake 

News Media have gone 
“bust” on every oth-
er of their Witch Hunt 
schemes, they are trying 
to start one just as ridic-
ulous as the others, call it 
the Ukraine Witch Hunt, 
while at the same time 
trying to protect Sleepy 
Joe Biden. Will fail again!

@realDonaldTrump

It’s our responsibility 
to work with vision, 

determination and wis-
dom to create a happier, 
more peaceful world. 
We need to take action, 
while respecting others 
and their needs, consid-
ering all 7 billion human 
beings alive today as be-
longing to one human 
family. #PeaceDayChal-
lenge

@DalaiLama

I thank the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foun-

dation for conferring 
upon me the Global Goal-
keepers Goals Award 
2019. Over the last five 
years India has taken 
many efforts to improve 
cleanliness and sanita-
tion, fulfilling Gandhi 
Ji’s dream of a Swachh 
Bharat.

@narendramodi

“Animal Farm” comes 
t o  I n d i a ! !  O r we l l 

should be pleased, since  
his “1984” got here al-
ready....

@ShashiTharoor

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

climate change has been far more 
hotly contested than the science. 
As the UN summit opens, it is 
worth noting there are no coun-
ter-demonstrations of any signifi-
cance planned. 

What was once a fusillade of 
sceptical commentary has now be-
come the domain of a few.

The doubters once relied on 
popular but ropey arguments to 

advance their case. One dubious 
counter-claim was that if a glass of 
juice and ice was filled to the brim, 
it would not spill over as the cubes 
melted.

Extrapolate this to the planet and 
the argument was that the polar 
ice caps could melt but sea levels 
would barely change.

A tranche of columnists found a 
lucrative niche in plugging these 

claims. In Britain the anti-climate 
change cause was promoted by 
controversialists such as Dominic 
Lawson, Matt Ridley and James 
Delingpole. 

Not all the writers who share 
climate doubts are from the right. 
Piers Corbyn, the brother of the 
Trotskyite leader of the British La-
bour party, was a paid-up member 
of the gang. 

A meteorologist, Mr Corbyn 
claimed to operate his own weather 
prediction service. 

This was predicated on the as-
sumption that the warming of the 
planet was part of the natural cycle 
– therefore it was neither man-
made nor reversible by behavioural 
changes.

Denying the endangering of the 
planet provided a lucrative career 
path for writers with this outlook 
for the best part of two decades. 
The US media similarly afforded 
airtime to climate doubters.

If you asked these advocates now, 

the majority would continue to ad-
here to their long-held views. There 
is a commonly held theory, for ex-
ample, that global warming might 
be useful because the planet is en-
tering a long-term cooling phase.

However, the appetite for such 
opinions is vanishing. The contro-
versialists are finding their some-
times conspiracy-laden arguments 
have diminishing appeal.

A lot have moved onto other caus-
es. The aforementioned names and 
others of their ilk are preoccupied 
with more homegrown issues, not 
least Brexit. Most are in favour of a 
blind leap into a brave new world 
of trade, and of ridiculing the array 
of experts throwing doubt on their 
arguments.

UNGA will be one of the few 
places where the doubters retain 
a strong voice. Certain world lead-
ers balk at the idea of restraining 
growth or imposing supposedly 
nanny state policies to slow down 
the global rise in temperature.

Thus the climate summit is set to 
trigger rancour at the top table of 
international affairs in ways that it 
no longer does either in science or 
among the commentariat.

There is one sliver of hope as 
events kick off this week – that by 
airing differences on this and other 
topics, some of the wilder fringes of 
the argument ebb away.

At the UN, leaders have seri-
ous rebuilding to do on a whole 
range of issues. UN envoys to Libya 
and Yemen need real support and 
high-level backing this week. The 
plight of refugees must return to 
the spotlight. But first we must save 
the planet. 

1960
The Sudanese Republic is 
renamed Mali after the with-
drawal of Senegal from the Mali 
Federation.

1965
The Indo-Pakistani War of 1965 be-
tween India and Pakistan over Kash-
mir, ends after the United Nations 
calls for a ceasefire.

1975
Sara Jane Moore tries to as-
sassinate U.S. President Gerald 
Ford, but is foiled by the Secret 
Service.

1979
A bright flash, resembling the detona-
tion of a nuclear weapon, is observed 
near the Prince Edward Islands. Its 
cause is never determined.
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Red alert 
against 
vaping

We all know of the terrible 
effects of nicotine, the killer 
chemical in tobacco. 

But did you know that e-cigarettes 
contain a far more damaging ingredi-
ent called tetrahydrocannabinol, the 
psychoactive component of cannabis?

Since the use of any psychosomatic 
drug is forbidden in Islamic tenets, my 
question is, why have we allowed so 
many Vape shops in Bahrain which sell 
e-cigarettes and their paraphernalia? 

Why are our MPs, who make a noise 
about so many so-called ‘unIslamic’ 
activities, simply turning a blind eye 
to the ill-effects of vaping, health-wise 
and spiritually?

Recently, the Indian government an-
nounced a ban on the production, im-
port and sale of electronic cigarettes, 
backing it with stiff jail terms and fines. 

This is because e-cigarettes are sold 
online where there is no guarantee that 
the buyer is above 18 and young people 
are particularly vulnerable to the addic-
tion risk and the consequent neurologi-
cal damage that vaping causes.

It took the world centuries to ac-
knowledge the dangers 
of tobacco use and we are 
desperately trying to re-
pair the damage and also 
to contain the immense 
power of tobacco lobby 
groups globally. 

The money that they 
have at their disposal to 
counter all claims and to 
put out false and reas-
suring research is fright-
ening. Every year, new 
groups are found to fuel 
tobacco sales and it is 
done by positioning cig-
arettes, cigars and even 
pipe tobacco as a style 
statement. 

People can turn a deaf 
ear to health warnings 
but the irresistible lure 
of looking glamorous and 
receiving a confidence 
boost is more difficult to 

ignore.
The same story is being repeated with 

vaping. It is being projected to youth 
especially, as a style statement and the 
forbidden chemicals in it give it an edge 
of (mis) adventure. 

In addition, the vaping industry is 
projecting it as a habit that helps to curb 
tobacco withdrawal symptoms when 
a person is trying to kick the smoking 
habit. Both are images that are false and 
misleading.

I urge MPs, Municipal Councillors 
and community leaders to come to-
gether and campaign for the banning 
of vaping. 

For MPs – it is a duty to your country. 
For councillors and community leaders 
– it is your district and neighbourhood. 

For all of us – it is our community, our 
youth, our children – Our Future. Let us 
save it from this scourge. 

(Captain Mahmood Al Mahmood is the  
Editor-in-Chief of The Daily Tribune and the 
President of the Arab-African Unity Organi-

sation for Relief, Human Rights and Counter-
terrorism)        

CAPT. MAHMOOD AL MAHMOOD

People can 
turn a deaf 

ear to health 
warnings but 

the irresistible 
lure of looking 

glamorous 
and receiving 

a confidence 
boost is more 

difficult to 
ignore. 

UNGA will be one of the few 
places where the doubters 

retain a strong voice. 
Certain world leaders balk 
at the idea of restraining 

growth or imposing 
supposedly nanny state 

policies. 

Mr Cameron’s account avoids 
the uncomfortable fact that un-
til he forced a referendum upon 
us in 2016, membership of the 
EU was an issue of little con-
cern to the vast majority of the 
British people, and the vote was 
largely to appease Euroscep-
tic elements in his own party, 
with the expectation that the 
Remain camp would win. He 
led a woeful campaign, lost the 
vote and his job to boot. 

The term “historical nega-

tionism” was first coined in 
1987 by the French writer Hen-
ry Rousso to describe histories 
of the Nazi occupation and the 
puppet Vichy government in 
Second World War France. 
Rousso argued that many of 
these accounts ignored what 
the French call “collabos” – 
French men and women who 
collaborated with the Nazis and 
helped enable the deportation 
of Jewish citizens to the death 
camps.

The British historian Sir 
Richard Evans was called to 
give evidence in another very 
famous case of wartime histor-
ical negationism, that of David 
Irving. Irving was described 
as a “Holocaust denier” by the 
American historian Deborah 
Lipstadt, and he sued her for 
libel. Thanks in part to Sir Rich-
ard, Lipstadt won the case and 
Irving has been utterly discred-

ited. Sir Richard argued that 
“reputable and professional 
historians do not suppress parts 
of quotations from documents 
that go against their own case, 
but take them into account, 
and, if necessary, amend their 
own case accordingly”.

His words should resonate 
in our political debates of to-
day. It’s not only historians who 
sometimes fail to “take into ac-
count” facts and documents 
which undermine their own 
views or prejudices. Politicians 
sometimes do the same. Tony 
Blair, otherwise a very success-
ful prime minister, failed to take 
into account facts which sug-
gested intelligence on weapons 
of mass destruction in Iraq was 
flawed. Most recently, US Pres-
ident Donald Trump defended 
his claims that a hurricane was 
predicted to strike Alabama. 
When he was corrected by cli-
mate experts, he refused to ad-
mit he had made a mistake and 
persisted in sticking to an ac-
count that was clearly not true, 
to the extent of brandishing a 
map in a White House briefing 
that had clearly been altered 
to back up his version. And 
British Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson has been repeatedly 
confronted with controversial 
past statements he has made 
and responded with his own 
historical revisionism. He has 
simply denied he made certain 
controversial remarks, when 
television footage clearly shows 
that is not true.

There will come a time when 
Britain’s current struggles with 
leaving the European Union 
will result in historical essays 
on Brexit and perhaps a learned 
book or two. But historians will 
find it difficult to agree on any 
set of “lies” or “truths” when 
they look back over current 
events in Britain. We cannot 
agree on “truth” right now. This 
disagreement about truth and 
lies, fact and fiction, extends 
from politicians at the very top 
of governments to ordinary 
people. European Union lead-
ers and diplomats, who have 
given Mr Johnson until the end 
of the month to come up with a 
solution, have made clear they 
do not believe he has a plan for 
Brexit or is even actively seek-
ing an agreement. Mr Johnson 
says he is energetically working 
for a deal with all sorts of in-
ventive plans – although what 
these might be, we still do not 
know. Perhaps we will agree 
the Brexit “truth” or “lies” in 
the end, but this kind of dispute 
extends much further.

It is difficult enough for his-
torians to agree in drawing ob-
jective conclusions about the 
past, without those who are en-
gaged in creating history right 
now attempting to rewrite it, 
even as we are living it. Their 
dishonesty is like a virus infect-
ing public life, right down to the 
woman in Conway Hall who, no 
doubt, genuinely believed what 
she was saying, even though it 
is demonstrably false. 

Dishonesty and denialism is a virus infecting public life 
British Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson has been 
repeatedly confronted 
with controversial past 

statements he has made 
and responded with his own 

historical revisionism. 


