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By Nicholas Jones

Shameful and ShameleSS – 
two words that best sum up the post-
election reaction of political journal-
ists to the relentless campaign that 
was pursued by most of the British 
press to demonise Jeremy Corbyn 
and John mcdonnell.

Some of my former colleagues 
were aghast at the extent of the vili-
fication printed by newspapers that 
did all they could before polling day 
to terrify their readers about the 
prospect of a labour government.

By contrast most correspondents 
and columnists employed by pro-
Conservative newspapers were en-
tirely shameless. They just shrugged 
their shoulders; they were simply 
writing what their papers wanted; 
they had no alternative.

The effectiveness of tabloid prop-
aganda was highlighted in countless 
vox pop interviews with voters in 
constituencies across the so-called 
Red Wall of seats that labour lost to 
the Conservatives in the midlands, 
Yorkshire, the north west and north 
east. elderly passers-by in deprived 
working-class towns frequently re-
peated the words and smears they 
had been fed for months in headlines 
about the ‘terrorists’ friend’ who 
could not be trusted, and who would 
turn Britain into a marxist state.

Just as had happened in the eu 
Referendum, there was sophisti-
cated co-ordination between the at-
tacks mounted by pro-Brexit Tory 
politicians and their media allies. 

Instead of the torrent of scare sto-
ries about immigration that we saw 
in 2016 – backed up by the slogan of 
Take Back Control – there was end-
less press denigration of Corbyn 
which Boris Johnson constantly re-
inforced with his own personal sav-
aging of the labour leader. 

I had not witnessed the same level 
of synchronisation since the height 
of the Thatcher era when her politi-
cal messages integrated so well with 
the vicious press campaigns, as seen 
during sustained assault on the na-
tional union of mineworkers during 
the 1984-85 pit strike.  

The Tory tabloids had played the 
same hand – supporting Brexit and 
delivering a Corbyn demolition job – 
during the 2017 general election.

Photographs of Corbyn and mc-
donnell dredged up from 30 years ago 
were regularly reprinted under alarm-
ist headlines, but the then Prime min-
ister Theresa may failed lamentably 

How a new depth  
of viciousness 
marked last days  
of campaign

The Mail and The Sun went to ever-greater 
extremes in re-hashing anti-Corbyn diatribes
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By Tim Gopsill

F
ouR days before the poll the 
Mail on Sunday reported that 
the Simon Wiesenthal Cent-
er had named Jeremy Cor-
byn as the ‘worst anti-semite 

on the planet’. The world’s leading 
anti-holocaust centre, based in los 
angeles, had placed him at the top 
of its annual list for 2019 and warned 
that Britain would become a ‘pariah’ 
if it elected him prime minister. 

“no one has done more to main-
stream antisemitism into the po-
litical and social life of a democracy 
than the Jeremy Corbyn-led labour 
Party,” said its dean and founder, 
Rabbi marvin hier. “We cannot sit 
back and watch this happen again.” 

anyone who missed that none-
too-subtle reference should listen 
to the catch-up recording on lBC 
Radio of Sunday Telegraph columnist 
Simon heffer claiming last July that 
Jeremy Corbyn ‘wants to reopen 
auschwitz’. When challenged hef-
fer replied: “I’m sure, in 1933, they 
had similar conversations in Ger-
many: ‘the fuehrer’s never going to 
do that’.”

heffer is a notably deranged 
right-wing writer, but such insani-

‘the biggest lie since the iraq war’

The great anti-semitism scare has been running for nearly four 
years. There are now three critical books in publication. Verso 
have produced the ebook Antisemitism and the Labour Party, 
a collection of essays by Jewish writers edited by Jamie Stern-
Weiner and Alan Maddison. 

More media-oriented is Bad News for Labour from Pluto, 
another collection of chapters by leading left-wing media re-
formers. This picks up on the Bad News … series of books pub-
lished by the Glasgow University media group in the 1980s, 
edited by Greg Philo, who is lead contributor for the new col-
lection. Notable is the dissection of the process that drove La-
bour to adopt the IHRA definition of anti-semitism by Justin 

Schlosberg, who has last year co-wrote the 
first serious analysis of the media assault on 
Corbyn’s Labour for the Media Reform Coali-
tion.

And more newsy is Is the BBC Anti-La-
bour? edited by Paddy French. The title is a 
play on Is Labour Anti-Semitic?, the scan-
dalously biased Panorama programme 
fronted by John Ware last June. As with 
the programme, the verdict is firmly in 
the affirmative, but with rather more 
convincing reasoning.

Bad News for Labour

Tory broadsheets and tabloids were un-
relenting in their attacks on Labour and 
antisemitism

ties can only be expressed because 
the underlying premise has be-
come so widely accepted, that the 
mild, egalitarian labour leader is 
in fact a strutting nazi, at the head 
of a party of anti-semites. 

It has taken less than four years 
for official Jewish attitudes to 

labour to move from historically 

close to outright hostile. The proc-
ess gives every appearance of a co-
ordinated campaign. 

according to the Times of Israel, 
the annual Simon Wiesenthal list-
ing reported by the Mail on Sunday is 
‘normally published in late decem-
ber or early January; the earlier re-
lease this year may have been timed 
to come out ahead of the upcoming 
uK vote.’



ElectionWatch 316 December 2019

The article came on the same 
day as the Jewish labour move-
ment (Jlm), the pro-Israel anti-
Corbyn grouping within labour, 
announced it was no longer sup-
porting the party in the election, 
despite being an affiliated soci-
ety. a week earlier the Jlm had 
‘leaked’ its evidence to the equality 
and human Rights Commission’s 
inquiry into labour’s handling of 
complaints of anti-semitism. This 
included lurid allegations of the 
contentious allegations of former 
labour staff, but most of the evi-
dence, as with all the complaints, 
derives from social media.

The week before that it was 
the Chief Rabbi, ephraim mirvis, 
a supporter of Boris Johnson, de-
claring that Corbyn was ‘unfit for 
high office’.

Media Lens, an academically-
based team of media analysts, 
commented on december 3 that 
the coverage accusing Corbyn and 
the labour Party of institutional 
anti-semitism was the biggest lie 
since the Iraq war: “not since 2003, 
when sanctions-stricken Iraq, will-
ing to allow months of no-notice 
un weapons inspections, was said 
to be a ‘clear and present danger’, 
has the truth been so completely 
and shamefully distorted.”

There is no research data to 
confirm the prevalence of an-

ti-semitism among labour party 
members . But there is plenty on 
national racial and political atti-
tudes, all of which show that Jew-
hate is lowest on the left of the 
spectrum and rises as you move 
rightwards. Interestingly though, 
despite the horrifying rise of anti-
semitism and proto-fascist poli-
tics elsewhere in europe, there is 
research to show that anti-semitic 

‘the biggest lie since the iraq war’
attitudes are generally declining. 

much of this data is accessible 
in Antisemitism and the Labour Par-
ty, a free-to-download ebook from 
Verso Press. This is a collection 
of essays by Jewish writers. The 
chapter Smoke Without Fire: The 
Myth of a ‘Labour Antisemitism Crisis’ 
by Jamie Stern-Weiner and alan 
maddison contains the research 
material.

Media Lens too have statistics: their 
database search reveals that in the 
national press there were 337 hits on 
‘Corbyn’ and ‘anti-semitism’ in Sep-
tember, 222 in october and 1,620 in 
november. 

Inevitably, there is a small amount 
of anti-semitic conduct in the par-

ty – but widespread, encouraged or 
even tolerated? far from it. Corbyn 
himself has a long record of expos-
ing and resisting anti-semitism and 
enjoys close relations with the size-
able Jewish community in his north 
london constituency. a number 
of prominent Jewish people have 
expressed public support for him, 
though this is little reported. 

among them is the irascible 
former Commons Speaker John Ber-
cow, who said in an interview in GQ 
in october that he had been friendly 
with Corbyn in Parliament for 22 
years and ‘never detected so much as 
a whiff of anti-semitism.’ not one na-
tional newspaper picked up on that.

In the election itself canvassers re-
ported that the issue rarely came up 
on the doorstep. But many former la-
bour voters planning to switch sides 
cited objection to Corbyn personally 
as a motive, and the relentless media 
assault on the baseless accusation of 
racism must have had an effect.

Would 10,292,354 people have vot-
ed labour if they really believed the 
leader was a Jew-hater?
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to follow through the attack lines 
supplied by the press. Johnson 
would not repeat her mistake.

In the aftermath of the 2016 
vote to leave and the 2017 elec-
tion, there was some rowing 
back by the tabloid press and an 
acknowledgement, at least by the 
Daily Mail and Daily Express, that 
their scare tactics on immigra-
tion needed to be scaled down.

Initially Geordie Greig, Paul da-
cre’s replacement as Mail editor, 
did shift towards a more balanced 
approach but that caution was 
cast aside after Johnson launched 
his Get Brexit done campaign and 
triggered a december election.

as the Mail and The Sun went to 
ever-greater extremes in rehash-
ing anti-Corbyn diatribes hat had 
already been recycled several 
times before there was some 
limited internal resistance, but 
it was soon dissipated.

There was to be no letting up 
in the campaign to help Johnson 
secure the parliamentary major-
ity he needed to deliver Brexit by 
the end of January 2020 and that 
meant the trashing of Corbyn – 
viler even than that meted out 
to michael foot or neil Kinnock 
– would plumb new depths of  
viciousness.

New depths 
of viciousness
From Front Page
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leave.eu – founded by the million-
aires arron Banks and Richard Tice 
– pillories pro-eu politicians and the 
labour Party. on its facebook site it 
courts controversy, incites rage and 
drives debate. It has nearly a million 
facebook likes. In one post – shared 
7,000 times – the pro-Tory group 
reused an image of refugees from a 
notorious poster unveiled by nigel 
farage during the Brexit referen-
dum, an image widely compared to 
nazi propaganda.

And they say they 
aren’t racist

In The last weekend before the elec-
tion an image was being shared on 
Twitter showing Jack Williment, a 
four-year-old boy with suspected 
pneumonia who had to lie on the floor 
of an a&e department at leeds Infir-
mary as there were no beds available.

The Daily Mirror, the only tabloid 
supporting labour, used it on its 
front-page on monday 9 december, 
with an interview with his mother, 
Sarah, a former Tory voter, who said 
she would vote labour in the elec-
tion, saying “I’m angry at the lack of 
funding that is failing our children.’

Confronted with the picture by 
Joe Pike, a political reporter for ITn 

Boris pockets phone  
and ducks question

Leeds Art Gallery is 10 minute walk from Leeds Railway Station and a 15 minute walk from the city centre bus station
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news, Boris Johson repeatedly re-
fused to look at the picture when 
asked to, and then grabbed the jour-
nalist’s phone and pocketed it. not 
one of his finest moments!

How the 
Daily Mirror 
reported on 
the hospital 
scandal.

Not racist? 
Image of 
refugees on a 
Facebook post.


