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A State places its authority at risk when it depends upon an 
account of its conduct which the underlying evidence cannot 
sustain. The danger becomes acute when institutions respond 
to that evidence by defending the account rather than 
examining the discrepancy. 

 

This paper considers what happens when the distance between 
public assurance and institutional practice becomes visible 
and what is required to restore confidence. 

 

The illusion is the belief that the existence of safeguards 
guarantees their effective operation. 

 

A complaints procedure exists, so a complaint must have been 
examined. 
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A regulator describes itself as independent, so its decisions 
must be free from improper influence. 

 

An inquiry has reported, so the underlying failures must have 
been addressed. 

 

Each conclusion requires, in reality, evidence which the 
description of the institution cannot supply. 

 

Citizens ordinarily depend upon such arrangements without 
examining every decision themselves. They cannot inspect 
every file or reconstruct every referral. That reliance is 
necessary to functioning government. 

 

It makes candour especially important: 

The institution knows how the decision was made, whilst the 
person affected may know only the outcome and the 
explanation eventually provided. 

 

The difficulty begins when procedural completion is offered as 
an answer to a substantive question. 

 

A report has been closed, a complaint has been concluded or a 
review has upheld an outcome. Those events may follow 
entirely proper consideration, but their occurrence does not 
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explain which evidence was examined, what was decided or 
whether the particular concern received an answer. 

 

An official account may initially appear convincing because no 
competing record is available. Later, however, an email, a 
dated instruction or a decision log may disclose a different 
chronology. The document may resolve the matter in the 
institution’s favour. It may reveal an innocent error. Or, it may 
expose something more serious. 

 

The proper response depends upon examination, not upon the 
embarrassment which examination might cause. 

 

The point at which an illusion becomes unsustainable is 
therefore evidential. It arrives when reassurance can no longer 
reconcile the public account with an accessible and verifiable 
record. 

 

Repetition does not resolve that conflict. A more senior 
signature does not change the chronology. 

 

The institution must explain the discrepancy, correct its 
account or accept that its explanation remains incomplete. 
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When the records can be compared 

 

Institutional explanations become more vulnerable when they 
depend upon one another. One body supplies a factual 
assertion; another relies upon it; a third treats the resulting 
decision as confirmation that the assertion was sound. 

 

To an outsider, several institutions appear to have reached the 
same conclusion. In reality, there may have been only one 
source, repeated through several processes. 

 

That possibility does not by itself establish conspiracy or 
deliberate coordination. Information can circulate through 
ordinary cooperation, shared briefings and understandable 
reliance upon apparent expertise. 

 

The question is whether the later recipient tested the original 
proposition, understood its limits and reconsidered its reliance 
when contrary material emerged. 

 

Agreement is stronger evidence when the assessments are 
genuinely independent. 

 

A familiar difficulty arises when a disputed factual description 
becomes a label. 
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A report is classified as misunderstanding, misinformation or 
protest. Subsequent correspondence then addresses the label 
rather than the original evidence. Before long, the classification 
is cited as if it were the result of the very examination which the 
person concerned says never occurred. 

 

The way out is to recover the reasoning and records behind the 
classification. 

 

This is why chronology and provenance matter. 

 

• What did the decision-maker know at the relevant time? 
• Who supplied it? 
• Was the conclusion provisional? 
• Did a national instruction influence local handling? 
• Was an official complaint assessed independently? 
• Did later information require an earlier statement to be 

qualified? 

 

These questions connect institutional language to events which 
can be established. 

 

Relevant metadata can assist that work. Creation and 
transmission records, version histories and audit trails may 
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help distinguish an original instruction from a later revision, or 
establish when information reached a particular system or 
recipient. 

 

Such records require careful interpretation: a timestamp may 
reflect copying, export or migration rather than original 
authorship. 

 

Metadata is evidence to be understood alongside content, not a 
machine-generated verdict. 

 

Public investigation also carries responsibilities. 

 

A contradiction must be accurately identified. Documents 
should be read in context. Receipt does not establish 
agreement and silence does not prove dishonesty. Several 
ambiguous fragments do not become conclusive merely 
because they concern the same subject. A sound cumulative 
argument explains the relationship between them and tests 
plausible alternatives. 

 

Those disciplines make scrutiny harder to dismiss. 

 

The strongest challenge gives an institution a precise 
opportunity to explain: 
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Here is the statement, here is the contemporaneous record and 
here is the difference requiring an answer. 

 

If that difference can be reconciled, it should be. If it cannot, 
continued reliance upon the original statement becomes 
progressively less defensible. 

 

The choice that follows disclosure 

 

A State can respond to an exposed discrepancy by correcting it. 
It can preserve the relevant material, explain the limits of its 
earlier knowledge, acknowledge a mistake and identify what 
will change. 

 

An institution which does this demonstrates that its safeguards 
can work when challenged. The immediate admission may be 
uncomfortable; the longer-term benefit is an account which 
deserves greater confidence. 

 

The alternative is to make scrutiny itself the problem. 

 

Questions are repeatedly redirected, the scope of examination 
narrows and the institution explains why another office must 
answer while the other office points elsewhere. 
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Each procedural decision may have a proper basis. Taken 
together, however, they may leave the central factual question 
without an accountable owner. 

 

That practical failure deserves an answer even before anyone 
attributes a motive. 

 

The public interest is served by disclosure sufficient to permit 
meaningful independent examination. That does not entail 
unrestricted publication of personal data, privileged material or 
information whose release would legitimately prejudice 
proceedings. It requires preservation, a clear account of what 
can be disclosed, properly explained restrictions and scrutiny 
capable of reaching the material issues. Confidentiality should 
not make the underlying question disappear. 

 

Independence must be practical. A reviewer needs an 
adequate remit, access to relevant records and freedom to 
reach an inconvenient conclusion. Where prior involvement 
creates a material concern, it should be identified and 
addressed. The value of an external review diminishes if it is 
allowed to inspect only the evidence or issues selected by the 
body whose conduct is in question. 
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Exposure does not guarantee reform. A documented failure can 
remain unanswered and public attention can move elsewhere. 
Progress requires a specific record of what remains unresolved, 
an identified institution responsible for answering it and a 
means of checking whether promised changes occur. 

 

The objective is to make accountability effective, including for 
people without the resources to sustain years of 
correspondence. Nor should the failure of one institutional 
explanation become a reason to disbelieve everything the State 
says, as that would replace uncritical trust with indiscriminate 
suspicion. 

 

The appropriate response is a more exacting standard: 

Identify the proposition, examine its foundation and require a 
reasoned account when the evidence challenges it. 

 

Public authority benefits when that standard applies 
consistently. 

 

When a State’s ability to maintain the illusion comes to an end, 
it faces a choice about the basis of its authority. 

 

It can continue asking the public to trust an account which it 
will not adequately explain. Or it can open its records to proper 
scrutiny and correct what cannot withstand examination. The 
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ending of an illusion need not necessarily mean the collapse of 
a legitimate government, or the manner in which governance of 
a State is arranged. 

 

It can mark the point at which public confidence begins to rest 
upon something demonstrable. 
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