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At first it seemed as though the streets of a reasonably affluent part of Hampshire had been 

afflicted by the urban blight associated with the most desolate parts of the northeast. My 

friend, canvassing in the Eastleigh by-election, couldn’t help noticing how many of the 

houses had their letterboxes boarded up. Then he realised: it was not that no one lived there 

— it was just that the inhabitants had taken out hammer and nails to prevent their doormats 

from being polluted by the pamphlets of the political parties.  

Some residents had been more explicit. One bin stood outside a front door with the taped-on 

message: “Please file your manifestos here.” I suppose that was more polite than “No 

hawkers, buskers or politicians”. Politeness is definitely in short supply, at least from member 

of the public to aspirant representative of the popular will.  

Some would argue that the breakdown in manners has been mutual, with former stalwart 

Conservatives conceiving David Cameron’s promulgation of “equal marriage” for same-sex 

couples to be nothing other than a calculated insult to them personally.  

In more general terms, there lingers in the air the monumental faux pas of the Commons 

expenses scandal of 2009, still neither forgotten nor forgiven — though it was an institutional 

form of self-dealing that had been going on for the best part of 20 years. What made it toxic 

was that its discovery coincided with the deepest recession for a generation.  

Because the economy has still not recovered — we are now entering yet another year of 

falling living standards — it is unsurprising that the general attitude to the mainstream 

politicians (whether Labour, who presided over the bust, or Conservative and Liberal 

Democrat, called to clean up the fiscal wreckage) ranges from acute irritation to outright 

contempt.  

Yet in another way it’s not personal at all. By this I mean that it’s not about the moral 

character of the political class so much as their ability to run things with a minimally 

acceptable level of competence. So stories about the sexual misconduct of political figures, 

while treated as issues of the highest public significance by most of the press, are not 

regarded as a litmus test of electability by the overwhelming majority of voters.  

It would have been hard to conceive a more undesirably lurid background to the attempt by 

the Lib Dems to hold on to Eastleigh. Their former MP, a two-time candidate for the party’s 

leadership and a cabinet minister to boot, is facing jail, having lied persistently about the way 

he evaded penalty points for speeding. This story was itself the collateral damage from a 

spectacularly messy divorce on the part of a politician who had brandished his uxoriousness 

as an electoral asset.  

Then, for almost the length of the campaign, the press had the delightful prospect of a 

succession of female Lib Dem party activists coming forward with accounts of how they had 

been sexually importuned by the former party chief executive Lord Rennard (which he 

denies, all of it). Yet when I bumped into a Conservative minister the day before the by-

election ballot, this wily warrior of many electoral battles dismissed the idea of it causing 



great damage to the Lib Dems’ chances of holding the seat: “Political figure no one’s ever 

heard of caught groping women no one’s ever heard of,” was his dry summary.  

That dismissiveness was based on two unspoken observations. The first is that the average 

member of the general public finds it difficult to recall the name of more than two cabinet 

ministers, let alone the retired and never elected chief executive of the Lib Dems. The second 

is that while such actions as Rennard has been accused of are most upsetting to any women 

on the receiving end, when people cast their votes — and especially so in a general election 

— they are essentially providing the answer to a single question: “Which political party and 

which party leader do I think is most likely to raise my family’s standard of living?” They 

will not be answering — or even asking — the question: “Which party contains the body of 

men whom I could feel most safe allowing in a taxi with my daughters?”  

This fact is not merely a British phenomenon. It explains why, even in the puritanical United 

States, Bill Clinton’s escapades with a White House intern and his barefaced denials of it 

until caught out by a captured sample of presidential DNA did not much diminish his 

popularity with the voters: he had delivered and continued to deliver (insofar as any single 

politician can take responsibility) successful management of the economy.  

The point is that we don’t, on the whole, require our politicians to be saints — and any voter 

with an ounce of sense would know that they must be sinners. Yet in expecting them to ride 

the waves of the globalised economy with the ease of a surfer, we may be asking too much of 

them in a different way. If they are frail humans, like the rest of us, they will be as uncertain 

and confused as any other moderately intelligent individuals about how the nation’s fortunes 

should be restored, and as prone to vanity and error.  

In the here and now, UKIP has declared itself the party that will regain that bond of trust In 

the political comedies of Aristophanes there is generally a search for someone to blame for 

the state of the demos, and at some stage a character will, while railing against the rascals and 

sycophants, point to the audience. This was meant to get a laugh, but any politician today 

who pointed to our demos and said: “You’re the people who borrowed too much for your 

property; you’re the people who wanted higher NHS spending and lower taxes” — well, 

laughter is the last thing they would get. But then we do have a narrowly based political class, 

which has become increasingly detached from its base: it is not much like the original 

democracy of ancient Athens, in which electors and elected were more obviously 

homogeneous.  

In the here and now, UKIP, under the hyperactive leadership of Nigel Farage, has declared 

itself the party that will regain that bond of trust. Farage has the vital asset of authenticity, 

combined with the plain speaking people say they want in political leaders. Yet a glance at 

UKIP’s manifesto handed out in Eastleigh shows that the party is pledged to “invest in a 

million new jobs”, “restore free NHS dental and eye tests” and “reinstate dividend tax credit” 

while at the same time “phasing out employers’ national insurance contributions” and, 

indeed, “cutting taxes for everyone”.  

If the electorate of Eastleigh had read and believed all that, it is a mystery why it did not elect 

UKIP’s candidate, Diane James, to be its MP last Thursday. On the other hand, to judge from 

what my friend experienced on the campaign trail, vast numbers of copies of UKIP’s pledge-

heavy manifesto had ended up along with those of all the other parties — unread.  



No, if it’s facing up to hard truths and self-criticism you want, I’d choose supermarkets’ 

manifestos every time. Read, for example, Tesco’s full-page abject apologies for unwittingly 

allowing horsemeat into some of its products; to which last week it added the pledge to 

reorganise its entire supply chain from top to bottom. What’s more, I suspect that the great 

majority of people who read those promises believed them: if they didn’t, even the mighty 

Tesco would be in desperate trouble, since shoppers have a range of easily available 

alternatives every day of the week.  

As the great Austrian-born economist Friedrich Hayek observed, it is much easier for people 

to exercise rational choices in the marketplace than it is within the realm of political decision-

making; which in turn helps explain why politics drives us — and its practitioners — half 

mad.  
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