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I didn’t get any intellectual inheritance. I’ve got
an older brother and sister but I was the first person
in my family to go to university.

You obviously have a lot of confidence in your own
opinions. Where did that come from?
My parents enjoy arguing, both with each other
and with the world. And they’re certainly the kind
of people who would challenge any injustices they
saw in their everyday lives. Also, they have the self-
confidence of that generation of working-class peo-
ple, who had a strong sense of their own values.

I think that kind of inheritance gives you a cer-
tain attitude. When you see someone like [the Sun
columnist] Richard Littlejohn who you know has
never been to a council estate in his life, who prob-
ably hasn’t travelled on a bus in the past 20 years,
and you hear him talking about fumigating council
estates or cancerous asylum-seekers, it does give
you a strange kind of confidence to challenge that.

Why did you decide to go into journalism?
The honest answer is that I couldn’t think of any-
thing else to do. I didn’t have any grand plan.When
I was at university I did a load of interviews and I
sold quite a lot of them on, and just before I graduat-
ed the New Statesman offered me a job. I was phe-
nomenally lucky. I don’t think I could have got into
journalism if it hadn’t been for that – the industry is
insanely nepotistic and it’s dominated by one very
small social stratum, the children of privilege.

You have remarked that we live in a ‘media-driven’
society. How exactly do you see the relationship be-
tween the media and society? When we interviewed
John Humphrys, he said: ‘The media doesn’t domin-
ate the culture, it reflects it. We’re a mirror.’
Well, I think that’s madness. For example, the bal-
ance of power between the media and politicians is
grotesque. I am incredibly junior, I know very little,
and yet when one of my colleagues, Steve Richards,
and I got invited to lunch by a Cabinet minister, he
behaved towards us with a ridiculous degree of syc-
ophancy. It was just surreal. For a start, I assume
whenever I meet anyone important that they think,
‘Who is this child, and why should I take him seri-
ously?’ But whenever I meetMPs they act as if I am
the powerful one. You think, ‘Hang on! I got chos-
en by the whim of one person; you got elected by
lots of people.’ Something has gone wrong.

I think there is a massive problem in journalism.
We have created a culture where we assume – and I
am not excepting myself from this – that all politic-
ians are stupid shitbags. There is a constant tempt-
ation for columnists to present themselves as decent
and intelligent people and every week just sneer at
government policy.

Could you say a little about your upbringing and
the specific values it instilled into you that you
have retained in adult life?

Well, my father is a bus driver – he was a chef – and
mymumworks in a refuge for battered wives. They
both grew up in fairly poor backgrounds but they
have very different politics (though they only voted
for the first time in 1997, because I threatened to
divorce them if they didn’t). My father is from a
very small village in Switzerland, where his parents
were subsistence farmers, and is very conservative.

My mother is from Scotland and is very liberal.
But her mother was a much bigger influence on me
than either of them. She is a completely unpolitical
person – she has never voted and would probably
be hard-pressed to tell you who the Prime Minister
is – but she is deeply concerned about the people
around her. I’m not saying that I’m like her – I wish
I was, but I’m not at all, sadly – but I have got that
kind of social awareness frommy gran.

My mother gave me a kind of instinctive egalit-
arianism – ‘Don’t let anyone treat you like they’re
better than you’ – and my dad, for all his reaction-
ary attitudes, definitely thinks that if you work and
study hard you will be as good as anyone. He left
school at 15, as my mother did at 16, but they both
love reading and always knew the value of learning
even if they didn’t have any themselves.

HIGH PROFILE

HIS OWN WORDS
AL

L
PH

OT
OG

RA
PH

S
:A

ND
RE

W
FI

RT
H

Huw Spanner talks to Johann Hari



HIGH PROFILE

Of course, sometimes it’s right to sneer. I think
that at least 55 per cent of what David Blunkett does
is hideous. But it’s so easy to get into that reflex and
there are times when you see other journalists do it
and you think, ‘Fuck you! These are people who
dedicate their lives to trying at least to make things
better.’ (And this isn’t a partisan point. I dislike the
Conservative Party strongly but I think that even
most Tories believe they are making things better.)

And then there’s the problem that the press is
overwhelmingly owned by billionaires. Max Has-
tings, in his brilliant book about being the editor of
the Daily Telegraph, has a fantastic line about Lord
Black: ‘Conrad never forgot that he was a member
of the trade union of billionaires and he never all-
owed his newspapers to cross their picket line.’ And
it is definitely true that the news is skewed in the in-
terests of the people who own the press.

Was that Cabinet minister under a misapprehension
or do you actually wield power or influence?
It’s interesting, I’ve never really thought about this.
Was he making a rational assessment of where pow-
er lies?Maybe. I would imagine that my power and
influence are tiny, but I think it’s the cumulative
effect of lots of people likeme. But should power lie
with unelected, unaccountable people who are ulti-
mately answerable to billionaires? I don’t think so.

Richard Littlejohn might say, ‘But we do have a pop-
ular mandate. People decide once every four or five
years whether to vote Labour, but they decide six
days a week whether or not to buy the Sun. And we
are accountable, because if ever we stop pleasing
our readers they stop buying the paper.’
I think the answer to that is very clear. The Univer-
sity of York did a really important survey on why
people buy newspapers and it’s just untrue to sug-
gest that it’s for the politics – particularly with the
tabloids. The reason people buy the Sun overwhelm-
ingly is for the celebrity gossip and the sport.

And anyway it’s a misunderstanding of what a
newspaper is to think that your job is simply to ref-
lect the readers’ prejudices. If the majority of read-
ers think that asylum seekers eat swans or commit
rape, the job of the newspaper is to report the truth.
I think you’ve got to take what you do as a journal-
ist very seriously. You have always got to test that
what you write is consistent with your principles
and consistent with reality. Public opinion has to
be formed on the basis of fact, and if the media tell
people a pack of lies, as they do about asylum, it’s
very dangerous.

You said that you know very little –
I do. I freely admit that.

What do you think the role of a columnist is? If it is
to offer the reader the benefit of their wisdom and
experience, is there something a little contradictory
in the title ‘Young Columnist of the Year’?
The way I interpret it (which is not to say the way
I think everybody else should interpret it) is to be a
sort of paid political campaigner for the causes you
believe in. That’s probably not a good journalistic
answer, but if I’m honest that’s how I see it.

But the thing about youth and wisdom, I agree

with you. I think there is something inherently rid-
iculous in me doing my job at the Indie – and when
I was offered it there was part of me that thought, ‘I
can’t do this. What would I think if I were reading
me? I’d think, “Who is this child? He doesn’t know
anything.”’ I don’t really have an answer to that be-
yond saying that Simon Kelner seems to me in all
other respects a very good editor, so I just trust his
judgement on this one and do the best I can. I do
try to do my job diligently, but I’m always amazed
when anyone takes what I’ve said seriously.

There’s rather a gap between the diffidence you’re
expressing now and the style of your columns. Is it
simply part of the job of a columnist to be bold?
Obviously you have to dramatise the cause you’re
writing in, so I think you can phrase things provoc-
atively – you certainly express things in as pointed
a way as possible; but what you must never do is to
go further than you believe. I did it once and after-
wards regretted it hugely. I wrote an absolutely rid-
iculous column about North Korea – I was getting
a lot of flak at the time for what I was saying about
Iraq and I thought, ‘I’ll piss these people off.’ But I
could see it was a very dangerous road to go down
and I’ve really disciplined myself since.

But I don’t have any intellectual humility in the
sense that I think that as long as I put in the same
amount of research, my view is as good as anyone
else’s – though you’ve always got to check against
your own arrogance.

With regard to Iraq, you have taken a strongly pro-
war line in the same newspaper Robert Fisk writes
for. That seems to me to take quite a lot of nerve.
I don’t thinkmy confidence in writing about any is-
sue, actually, comes from thinking, ‘Aha! I, Johann
Hari, have this insight,’ and Iraq is a very good ex-
ample. I went there for three weeks for the Guard-
ian and I went out thinking that war was a terrible
idea: thinking that it had nothing to do with Sep-
tember 11 (and it didn’t), thinking that the WMD
argument was rubbish (and it was), thinking that
George Bush was a revolting serial killer because of
all the people he had executed in Texas (and I have
never changed my mind on that and never will).

But the very strong impression I got out there
was that the Iraqi people saw no way to end what
was happening to them but a war. I couldn’t come
back and march with people saying ‘Give peace a
chance!’ There was never going to be any peace for
the people of Iraq under Saddam Hussein. What I
did was talk to as many Iraqis as I could, I looked
at all the surveys of Iraqi opinion I could find, I met
lots of young Iraqis in exile in Britain and I thought:
‘OK, Robert Fisk knows the region incredibly well
but these people know a lot about it too and I think
part of my job is to amplify their voices as well.’

If postmodernity has made us suspicious of anyone
who makes any kind of claim to authority, do you
think that pontification is all we are left with?
I’d like to think that I don’t pontificate. I’d like to
think that I do my research and give a kind of opin-
ion-tinged reaction to fact. Some people have turned
mouthing-off into an art – Julie Burchill is brilliant
at it – but when it’s spinning words in the air I think
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it is ultimately worthless. I’d like to think I don’t do
that, though I probably do a bit.

But I think it’s true that authority is eroding and
in some institutions it has to be restored a bit. Part-
ly it’s a very healthy thing – it’s good that people no
longer defer to the ridiculous House ofWindsor, or
to the PrimeMinister either, I think –

But it’s when it degenerates into ‘Why is that lying
bastard lying to me?’
Exactly. We’ve got to find a line between healthy
scepticism and a cynicism that cuts away the demo-
cratic ground on which we stand, because if at the
end of the day you believe they’re all evil liars you
end up with nihilism. And that plays into the hands
of the right, because if the Government can never
do anything good you’re going to say, ‘Oh well, I’ll
be in it for myself’ – and that’s a disaster.

In a column on the ‘villainy’ of God you talked about
acknowledging ‘the glorious emptiness of the uni-
verse’. How do atheists avoid nihilism?
I would describe myself as ‘anti-theist’ rather than
‘atheist’, by the way. But the answer is: part of me
doesn’t. You know, I’m aware that some people
would classify my pathetically thin and for-what-
it’s-worth kind of political and religious thought
almost as a symptom of depression – I’ve been tak-
ing the anti-depressant Seroxat for a very long time
and that is partly because of a sense of nihilism.

Partly you just have to accept that you are mak-
ing values in a void. There are times when although
there are no absolute values you simply have to act
as though there are. So, no, I don’t believe there is
any basis for universal human rights in natural law,
even though I think that spreading human rights is
the most important political mission in the world
today – and obviously I don’t think that divine rev-
elation underpins it, or even basic human dignity. I
think it’s simply a creation of human beings.

You can talk through all the arguments, but if
people simply refuse to accept them, I don’t have a
way to prove my case. That isn’t a very comfort-
able position to be in, but I think it’s better to have
no illusions than to be deluded.

Does that make humanism in the end as much an
act of faith, of choosing to believe, as any religion?
But you can build them on some analysis of fact – I
don’t think liberal values are built purely on decis-
ion. So, for example, something I changedmymind
on in a very kind of Enlightenment-rationalist way
recently was animal rights. I’d always thought that
the argument for animal rights was simple-minded
rubbish, but then I interviewed Peter Singerand he
informed me of a whole range of facts of which I
simply wasn’t aware, like our amazing genetic sim-
ilarity to apes and so on, and I became persuaded in
quite a rationalist way.

Now, ultimately that was built upon a void be-
cause at some point you have to make a pre-ration-
al decision to care about anything; but once you’ve
made that leap, you can have lots of discourse with
other people who have made that same arbitrary
leap and you can be persuaded of things.

So, I do think that these Enlightenment values
matter, but they only matter because we make them

matter. At the end of the day we could just give up
in despair and turn to Nazism. You don’t have an
argument against it other than ‘Please don’t! I think
these values are more attractive.’

And you have no answer to the Nazi who says, ‘I dis-
agree. I think my values are more attractive.’
Well, you do. If you can’t persuade them, in the last
resort you kill them is the answer.

But that’s their method.
Yep. But hopefully a lot of people will find your val-
ues more attractive than Nazism or communism or
jihadism or any other anti-democratic ideology.

Don’t you have to concede that some of the greatest
humanitarian advances have been made by religious
people, perhaps because their humanitarianism was
built on stronger foundations than yours?
Well, I don’t think fiction is a stronger foundation
than an honest acknowledgement of the reality. I
don’t dispute for a minute that many religious peo-
ple have done amazingly good things, whether it’s
Mahatma Gandhi or Martin Luther King or what-
ever; but did they do them because they were relig-
ious? I think that’s a harder case to make.

I’m not saying there are not attractive features to
some organised superstition. Of course there are. If
someone believes there are fairies at the bottom of
the garden who are telling them to be nice to home-
less people, that’s better than if the fairies are telling
them to go out and stab them in the face. But it’s still
not a very good reason to do something – it’s better
to do it because you’ve decided to do it yourself. ��
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