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For Holly Lynch,

who is everything that is right about politics






Introduction

‘Politicians lie’ is not an original thought, it’s not even a modern refrain; it has been the commonly agreed view for… well, for ever. When I was a kid, I remember people chanting ‘pigs might fly and politicians lie’. Spin was what we started to call this lying in the modern era of 24-hour news and social media. Spin is different to lying – it is polishing a turd to make it look like a chocolate bar. It is not necessarily a lie; it can be a diversionary tactic by focusing on the tiniest bit of positive, or an attempt to distract from the facts by talking about something else entirely, or getting the bad news out on a day when no one is watching, like releasing terrible data on prison deaths on the day of the World Cup final. But it’s all lying to me and should be warded against.

However, the art of political spin and the occasional mega porky of previous eras is now on amphetamines wearing rocket boosters and travelling at warp speed. Lying has become so commonplace in our politics that I can hardly believe a single thing that I am told. Lying became the standard and approved way to survive in politics, where the act of governing all but gave way to the art of political war. Winning elections is deeply important. I am not one of those idealists who believe in purity above practicality, and that the need to offer people enough stuff to get them to vote for you is a sin. You can deliver nothing from opposition; it is not a virtue. But the priority of fighting electoral battles and wedge-issue skirmishes over actually doing the job of making the world a better place has enabled a culture where lying thrives and progress falters.

But I am a democrat. I want to make it clear that I am such a zealot about the act and art of democracy that I have thought about it every single day of my life. Much of my childhood was dedicated to elections. Every room in the house had ‘Vote Labour’ posters piled up in the corners, and we had an old-fashioned crank-operated duplicator in our garage, where local councillors would come and churn out inky leaflets with messages about Labour Party campaigns for local, national and international elections, or about the miners or Mrs Thatcher snatching our milk. I went to a women’s liberation playgroup, for God’s sake, a political childcare movement set up by local Labour women so that other women could work and campaign and stand for office. My grandfather, who was an artist, used to make me stand in poses for hours so he could get the political cartoons he was drawing for the socialist campaign group just right. I was raised on a picket line.

I love democracy deeply. To live in a country where the people truly have the power to change individual laws (please see any of my other books for how this does happen and you are being conned by powerful bad-faith actors if you don’t think it does), to rid themselves of bad leaders, and to strike a blow against the establishment with the simple act of voting is so utterly delicious to me.

Don’t believe me? Look at how efficiently our democracy saw off the undemocratically elected Liz Truss in short order. No sooner was she dusting off her coat of mourning having laid the QueenI to rest, than she was packing up her bags and shipping out. History will be written about that era in politics in which the role of the people was all but ignored. We will hear tales of secret plotting, hushed tones in dark corners, and the solemn, serious words of the chair of the 1922 CommitteeII about how Liz Truss did not have the confidence of the Conservative and Unionist Parliamentary Party. Column inch after column inch will record how a sober man called Jeremy Hunt had to step in and take charge of an out-of-control woman who was slashing taxes and ripping up our great nation’s rule book of financial policy.

When the men in grey suits aren’t given the credit for saving our country the markets will wear the crown. Truss spooked the financial markets and sent the pound tumbling and interest rates soaring. She increased my mortgage payments by £700 per month – a fact I like to remind her of with an accumulating total each time I see her walking as if butter wouldn’t melt through the vaulted halls of Westminster.III ‘Liz, you owe me £13,000, I’ll take a cheque.’ It was the markets that did her in, no economic event so nuclear could be ignored, and so the faceless market men did their work and made sure she was gone. They needed confidence, you see; an unconfident market cannot stand.

These things are all true, no doubt about it. The men in grey suits did visit Liz Truss with her death warrant, the markets did go absolutely apeshit, but had she had the support of the people in our country, had she been popular with the public, had they thought that in fact millionaires did deserve a tax cut bigger than the wage of a nurse, or that bankers had frankly had it too tough for too long on their limited bonuses,IV then Liz Truss would have remained the prime minister.

The people accurately thought she was a dangerous lunatic. To be fair to the people, they thought that before the Tories elected her as their leader, and they thought it all the way through the Tory leadership contest, but in a flaw in our democracy they didn’t get a say. Instead, we the public just got to watch on in horror, only alleviated slightly by sharing videos of her views on cheese and pork markets. To this day my son, who was fourteen at the time, can repeat Liz Truss’s entire conference speech about the ‘disgraceful’ level of cheese imports, thanks to amusing video mashups on TikTok.

In my constituency of Birmingham Yardley there was, at the time of Truss’s Conservative leadership, one member of the Conservative Party. She is a lovely woman in fairness to her, does good for the community and is well liked as best I can tell. She is always kind to me. We did have another one for a spell, but he left over Brexit. I am working on the assumption that it’s now just this solitary woman.V This one woman was the only person in my constituency who got to pick the nation’s prime minister on behalf of everyone in Birmingham Yardley. I joked at the time that I might publish her email address for the other 120,000 people in the area to have their say, or at least the 90,000 electors. Obviously, this would be a gross breach of data protection and while I, as the elected representative, do have to tolerate this scrutiny it seemed a little unfair on her. But the point stands; it was not the people who made this gross mistake over Liz Truss (apart from those in South West Norfolk – someone should have a very stern word with them). It was a tiny group of Conservative Party members.

The country’s visceral reaction of at best ridicule and at worst fear meant that Liz Truss had to go. She could not command the confidence of the public. For me personally it would have been better if she’d stayed; she was gold to a Labour politician and the day she was elected I raised a glass to Conservative stupidity. That jubilation lasted until I got the massive mortgage bill and people in my constituency who had not struggled previously started telling me that they were spending their savings just to live and that their dreams of home ownership were now in the dustbin with the prime minister’s dignity. Short-term pleasure and revelry always bite back, and the hangover was so bad on this one that I should never have raised a wry smile.

The people and their lives did for Liz Truss. The markets and the grey suits were merely their postmen. Democracy, you see, it keeps things in check. As I said, I am a huge fan, I’ve signed up to the fanzine, I pay my subs, I queue in the cold for democracy… hell, I’ll stay up all night in its service.

However, it is not immune to being subverted by lying politicians. I cannot count the ways; however, in the pursuit of better, I will try.

The period of Tory rule starting in 2010 was the most destructive Conservative government I have lived under, and I was born under Thatcher. It may well be that this shower of shit made literally zero positive progress for our country other than gay marriage – which, to be fair, was carried through on Labour votes because at the time too many of their own majority were busy hand-wringing about how it might mean we end up with a gay monarch and the succession of the crown would be in jeopardy, like some sort of Game of Thrones battle. Bring on the dragons, I say. Other than that, they just destroyed stuff like a bunch of crazed toddlers in a sweet shop with a baseball bat. So many years wasted.

I was elected in an era of growing populism and misinformation, and it is my view that in the pursuit of popularity rather than satisfaction, politics, and democracy itself, is broken. In a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am media environment of 24-hour news and social media dominance we are retweeting away the long-term changes and political stability we all claim to want to see.

Unless we sort out the issue of how people interact with democracy globally, we are heading for danger. In 2023 the Open Society Foundations undertook an international survey of thirty countries. They found that while 86 per cent of respondents would prefer to live in a democratic state, only 57 per cent of respondents aged eighteen to thirty-five felt democracy was preferable to any other form of government. They also found that more than a third (35 per cent) of young people felt a ‘strong leader’ who did not hold elections or consult parliament was ‘a good way to run a country’.

In a Guardian article written about the findings of the survey it was reported that Mark Malloch-Brown, OSF’s president and a former UN deputy secretary-general, said: ‘People around the world still want to believe in democracy, but generation by generation that faith is fading as doubts grow about its ability to deliver concrete changes to their lives.’ This is a problem we are storing up for the future. Young people, who, it is no coincidence, live much more of their lives online, are falling out of love with the very idea of democracy. In 2022 the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) think tank, in partnership with the Observer newspaper, undertook a similar survey into attitudes towards democracy. This too showed a problem of future-proofing, with young UK adults (18–24) being least likely to think that democracy served them well (just 19 per cent saying it operated well, against 55 per cent who said it operated badly).

If I, a democratic zealot, can see how broken our democratic system is, it is no longer enough just to sit back and rest on the laurels of the Winston Churchill quote: ‘Democracy is the worst form of government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.’

Do I think we should have longer term lengths? Nope, if anything they seem too long. Am I proposing merely a governance structure free from electoral constraint? Absolutely not, that is a dictatorship, and I don’t care how many people turn up quickly and efficiently to fix a pothole in China,VI I prefer freedom.

The only way forward is to end the era of political lying once and for all. Politicians need to clean up their act. And the public and the press must stop joining in with the charade that places populist policies, dividing lines and charismatic political leadership above boring old service delivery. Our cravings must move from the desire for a delicious instant hit to something that will actually sustain us.


	
I. Insert your own joke about how we live in a democracy with a monarch. I am not a monarchist; I was raised by socialists with Irish heritage, so you can imagine the views I inherited. However, I can say with some confidence that had I had to vote for a head of state I probably would have voted for the Queen. She was epic, and if you can find me a British citizen who would have not interfered with our democracy with such grace then I’ll vote for them too.

	
II. The 1922 Committee is the name for all Conservative Party backbenchers. Wikipedia informs me that it was formed in 1923, which seems odd. The Labour Party has a similar body called the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), which is run by the backbench committee of the PLP. Trust the Tories to have a name that sounds olde-worlde and as if only men in oak-panelled rooms would be invited.

	
III. Liz Truss must be glad she gets a security detail for life having been PM because I never see anyone else walking with her in Westminster. Thank God she has a secret agent in case she can’t get the zip of an awkward dress done up.

	
IV. I spoke to loads of bankers at the time – you see, we do that as politicians because they are not all bogeymen and are quite important to our economy – and every single one was horrified by Liz Truss’s suggestions concerning bankers’ bonuses. They, the super-rich, thought it was stupid and tin-eared.

	
V. I could be wrong, there could be loads, they don’t invite me to their shindigs. However, the one who left over Brexit told me he only knew of him and her.

	
VI. I kid you not. Once while on a delegation to Beijing, back before that was a thing that would have been considered unthinkable, I watched seven men changing the lightbulb of a streetlamp that wasn’t working.








1 Smoke and Mirrors


As I am writing this, in January 2024, I’m in my bed in the spare room of my house. I have been banished from my normal sleeping quarters because I have a cough so bad it could wake the dead. My husband has fared poorly trying to sleep next to me as he is both alive and quite a light sleeper. Sticky pools of Night Nurse are congealing on the bedside table and an assorted number of inhalers and packets of steroids and antibiotics peep out among the debris of screwed-up bog roll and cold cups of tea. I am sick, so sick, in fact, that I was forced to attend Queen Elizabeth Hospital A&E department in Birmingham. After my lips went blue and I couldn’t catch my breath, and having been ill for six weeks, I decided that breathing was a luxury I should strive for. So, at 10 p.m. on the day after Boxing Day, I took myself off to the hospital.

You may remember this hospital; it featured in a political fracas involving Tony Blair. You see, it was the last Labour government that built this brand-spanking-new hospital. From where I live you can see its enormity as a site on the landscape. It is huge. Tony Blair came to the hospital for a manifesto launch in 2001, obviously wanting to show what governance looks like – a massive hospital that resembles a spaceship. Sharon Storer, whose partner was a cancer patient at the hospital, attacked the then PM about there not being enough nurses and beds. She said her partner’s treatment in the A&E unit had been ‘absolutely disgusting’. Ah, the people – not even happy when you build a massive new hospital and waiting times are just four hours long. I will return to Sharon Storer and her noble activism, but back to my time in this hospital.

I arrived at the door of A&E and through the window I could see that the waiting area was standing room only. In the dark and cold December evening I didn’t even make it across the threshold as in the lobby (the small area between two sets of sliding doors) sat a nurse at a ‘vitals testing’ station. This nurse was going to decide my fate by how well I did on an oxygen level test and heart-rate readout. Would I be allowed to enter? Was I really ill enough? I was hooked up to the machine while Storm GerritI blew a gale into the lobby, which was completely exposed to the elements by one set of doors being permanently open. Luckily, I failed or in fact passed the test because my resting heart rate was 129 beats per minute and my blood oxygen level was between 94 and 95 per cent depending on whether my shellac nail polish was affecting the machine. I was low on oxygen (no shit, my lips had turned blue) and my heart was having a mare. I was cleared for entry, but not to the waiting room, which was full. I was sent back outside (remember the storm and my poorly heart) to walk to another waiting area two doors down and about a hundred metres away. I went to where ambulance patients were being admitted. Presumably, there was more space there because there were no sodding ambulances anymore.

In the new, also full, waiting room, I sat on a hard plastic chair next to a woman who had waited for an ambulance for eight hours as she was in searing pain in her stomach following a recent operation on her womb. The ambulance never came so she was instructed to try to make her own way there. I was grateful to this woman, who was in full pyjamas, slippers and dressing gown, as I had been a little worried about the fact that I was wearing pyjama bottoms because, as an elected representative of many of the people in this waiting room, it is bad form to wear nightclothes in public. No one batted an eyelid. These people had bigger fish to fry than the sartorial stylings of a wheezing MP.

People did look at me in surprise, as if being a Member of Parliament means I do not get ill, or that when I do, I am not entitled to some secret amazing hospital where all my needs are immediately catered for. People genuinely think that MPs don’t rely on the same services as everyone else. Some don’t, obviously. Rishi Sunak – whose family is worth billions of pounds – would probably have been able to access the meds he needed in the first six weeks of his chronic breathing illness. Also, the super-rich just are not as chronically ill, because they have houses in the countryside and leisure facilities and professionals to call on at a moment’s notice. But most MPs use the National Health Service just like everyone else. Rishi Sunak only uses the NHS because he was shamed into it by Laura Kuenssberg from the BBC asking him if he did. He pretended that it was a private matter, which it was, very much a private affair for him. In sheer cynical embarrassment he duly registered with an NHS GP in a bid to look normal in between private-jet flights and planning disputes over his swimming pools.

I do not use private healthcare so, following a once-over from a nurse in A&E, I was moved to another area called ‘sub-wait’. Sub-wait is obviously the least good of the now three waiting areas; it hasn’t made the major leagues, it is subpar. In here there were twice as many people as in both previous waiting areas. I spotted some of those who had made it through the original lobby and some people who had been brought in by paramedics; all of us were now relegated to sub-wait. Here I sat next to a young man who looked in pain and told me he had been in sub-wait for six hours. I kid you not, when he told me this I said, ‘Oh, not too bad.’

Three months prior to this trip to the hospital I had spent seventeen hours in the waiting room with my octogenarian father who was so racked with an infection he had become delirious and kept collapsing. He had tried and failed over the previous week to get a GP appointment, until he ended up on the verge of developing sepsis, which for an elderly man with blood cancer is, like this waiting room, suboptimal. So, six hours seemed pretty good to me.

After a stint in sub-wait I was seen by a doctor and was to be moved out of the waiting-room roulette to an area where I’d receive some actual treatment. Hooray!II In the days that Tony Blair would have been visiting this hospital in 2001 these treatment rooms were individual cubicles. I know because I visited at the time with an acute stomach issue that once again made my dodgy heart race too fast. I was put in a cubicle to be given fluids and meds, and my mate Alex sat alongside me. Same thing when my husband broke his leg in 2004: bit of a wait then moved off into the cubicle area for a consultation before being sent for an X-ray. But this was 2023, not 2004, so I was put in the cubicle to be hooked up to a nebuliser in order to clear my chest, which by now sounded like I was a walking bagpipe with every step that I took. I will say something for this room: the chairs all around the outside of the cubicle, of which there were nine, were cushioned which felt like a spot of luxury.

I was in this cubicle area with, among others, a young pregnant woman who was suffering in her second pregnancy, as she had in her first, with hyperemesis gravidarum. This basically means you cannot keep down any food or fluids; it is very dangerous if untreated and she did not look very pregnant to me, she was a bag of bones. I sat in the chair next to her. I could not see her face as she was doubled over, trying to sleep, arm hooked up to a drip of medicine and fluids. When her drip stopped, she did try to flag a passing nurse, who explained that there were three of them on shift for sixty patients. The gaunt pregnant woman tried to sip some water she had brought with her and then promptly started to vomit. I imagine I had stopped her sleeping, since I was next to her hooked up to a nebuliser that was whirring louder than my vacuum cleaner does and spewing out vapour like I was in some Victorian laudanum den. (Chance would have been a fine thing. One woman was wailing in the corridors that after eight hours she had not been offered so much as a paracetamol; she’d have given her right arm for a blast of laudanum.)

Now, it would be one thing if only me and this woman were in this cubicle meant for one, breaking every single cardinal rule about the privacy you might be afforded in a medical setting, but we were just two of six other patients in said cubicle, all hooked up to various machines, with their beeps and whirrs. I want to reiterate that this was not a ward, this was a cubicle for one. Once upon a time this would have had a bed, a chair for a friend, partner or concerned child, and some equipment for the clinical staff.

Why a woman who has a diagnosed condition, who knew exactly the meds she needed, could not have been managed by community maternity services rather than clogging up A&E in the middle of the night away from her 14-month-old baby, in a hospital a stone’s throw from the actual maternity hospital, is literally the riddle of the goddamn sphinx. But he we all are.

In order to offer some privacy to her and my other fellow patients and their machines, I did what anyone does to try to become invisible – I stared at my mobile phone. It was that time of night when the headlines for the next day are revealed and, on this occasion, I was treated to the second go on the merry-go-round of Jeremy Hunt’s big idea to get rid of inheritance tax.

In this little cubicle my pregnant friend and I were younger than all of our chairfellows by at least thirty years. Four elderly women in varying slumped states joined us. Only one of them was accompanied to the hospital, by her adult daughter. The accompanied woman was hooked up to an oxygen mask that her daughter kept helping her with while trying to remain jolly through the worry. They had been there since 2 p.m. It was now midnight. I didn’t – because it would have been crass in the worrying circumstances – but I wanted to ask her if, when she looked at her mother trying to sleep and struggling for breath, what she saw was dollar signs. Like a cartoon character sees their prey always as a steaming leg of ham. Was a sick elderly relative now just a route to financial security?

I am, of course, making massive assumptions about how wealthy this woman was. She had a very nice jumper on and the neat bob of a woman who took care of herself. I had little else to go on. If I had to be so base as to guess, this woman was the only other person in our crowded cubicle for one with any real assets to trouble the inheritance tax collectors. But over a million quid? Nope, not a chance. I mean, it was a nice jumper but not that nice. What do I know, she could have been a property magnate with loads of assets worth far and above the price of the average house in the city she lives in, which then stood at £269,039. If she was the average Birmingham homeowner, she would fall well below the threshold to pay any inheritance tax at all. Even if she wanted to leave her house to a complete stranger no tax would be due as the threshold is £325,000, and that is before you get another £175,000 tax relief if you leave it to your kids. And if your partner died before you, you store up their tax relief, which is also £325,000 plus £175,000, so a million quid in most families.

Funnily enough, I know this because my almost communist father commented, while he was on his epic seventeen-hour wait just months before, that at least if he died that day the state would get some cash to try to sort out the mess he saw before him. While he bought his home for £33,000 in the 1980s, it is now worth over half a million quid as the area he bought in gentrified around him (as gentrified as Birmingham gets, that is). I had to disappoint him in his fragile condition and tell him that in fact the state wouldn’t get a penny, because while he, a man born in a council house, had done pretty well for himself, he was only top 10 per cent wealthy from unearned income compared to his countrymen and you have to be strictly top 4 per cent to qualify to pay any inheritance tax. Frankly, the fact he had never double-glazed his windows, or decided to move with the times where people have showers not just baths (for him the idea of an ensuite was so bourgeois as to be vulgar), had kept his heirs and successors free from the burden of the taxman.

So disgusted was my father by this turn of events that meant that none of his assets would be going back to the solid earth of the state that he treated the whole waiting room to a lecture on the curses of inheritance and unearned income. It’s painting by numbers for him; he’s been making that speech since 1963.

Inheritance tax, you see, is only paid by the very wealthy. There are undoubtedly some flaws in the system: cohabiting siblings, for example, cannot have the same benefits as married couples. It is not perfect and could do with a bit of a once-over but ultimately hardly anyone pays it. Last time Jeremy Hunt waded out with this stupid idea I looked up the properties then for sale in my constituency and only one was over the initial threshold amount of £325,000 and none was more than the £500,000 that a single person leaving their estate to their children would have to reach.

The juxtaposition of reading this headline while being in this near-warzone-like emergency medical situation (I have genuinely visited more private spacious medical facilities in refugee camps in the developing world) maddened me. There I was, sat in a service on its knees because of a failure of governance, planning and resource over the previous decade, six years of which Jeremy Hunt himself had been in charge of the Department of Health, and his big idea was a cut in a tax that 96 per cent of the population would never pay at a cost of billions to the country. The failure was breathtaking, which in my condition then was not ideal.

Where the hell were his big brave bold ideas when he was health secretary about community-based maternity services that would have saved that young woman from having to stoop over and vomit in front of strangers? Where was the decade-long public health reform that would have stopped the heroin addicts desperately stalking the hall of this A&E unit, in and out of the cubicle I sat in? Where the fuck was the social care reform that would have avoided four elderly women, gasping for oxygen, confused, distressed and mostly alone, ending up sitting in a tiny, dirty room with vomiting, breathless, noisy patients?

If I had been crass enough to raise the issue of inheritance tax with the worried daughter propping up her mother’s oxygen tank, I’d have asked her if she would rather pay £10,000 in inheritance tax while still receiving a solid quarter of a million pounds she didn’t earn, in exchange for a free-at-the-point-of-delivery social care service that would have had her mother’s health monitored in her own profit-spiralling home, and have saved her from the indignity she was currently enduring ten hours into her wait. I am almost completely certain that this woman, who looked at the thick end of life and is probably nearing paying off her own mortgage (she too had a nice jumper and a lovely coat), would have been very clear.

I get it, some of you may be reading this and thinking it’s all well and good for those who don’t have to pay inheritance tax to be against cutting it. Well, sorry to disappoint you because, while I will be dead and therefore my feelings on the matter will be null and void, my kids will likely have to pay it. Not much, you understand, just 40 per cent of anything over the million quid that I imagine my house (which was not bought for anywhere near that amount) will be worth at the time of my passing. Let’s say £1.1 million. So, they will have to pay £40,000 in tax while taking home a solid £530,000 each that they did naff all to earn, and in fact if anything put some decent effort at teenage parties into reducing the value of my house. All they did was cost me money and all they will get is shedloads of money. Frankly, the £20,000 they each would pay today doesn’t seem like enough for the cost they have caused me and the state. They are definitely getting my household quota of nice jumpers. Here I am in the top 4 per cent and my jumpers largely come from H&M or Vinted.

Jeremy Hunt’s inheritance tax announcement is a fucking stupid idea, it will not happen. But he had another motive. He announced it at the same time as revealing that the spring budget – usually in April or May – would, in 2024, actually be in March, because he wanted a chance before a possible May election to give out some baubles to voters. We call these ‘retail offers’. They are not the big landscape policy ideas like NHS reform, they are things like free childcare and income tax cuts. Hilariously, the Labour Party TwitterIII account was once hacked before the 2015 election and a retail offer of a free owl for every household was announced. Basically, stuff in your pocket rather than big infrastructure. Cutting inheritance tax is a bauble to those in London and the Home Counties, where people are more asset-rich.

Hunt announced this because he wanted to create a dividing line. Not as the foundations to build anything, not even to win votes, because I suspect not even he is stupid enough to think that he could force a general election win on a voter coalition of people with houses worth more than 2 million quid – you’d be pushed to win just one seat on these numbers even in his Surrey seat.IV It was merely an act of division. He did it because he wanted the Labour Party to come out and slag it off. He wanted to be able to paint Labour as a party that doesn’t believe in strivers; he wanted to try to portray the Labour Party ahead of an election as wanting to steal your children’s birthright.

The Labour Party’s stance is that while the nation’s debt is spiralling, and people wait twelve hours on a floor in a pool of their own excrement for an ambulance that never comes, handing another £30,000 to a rich kid who has already inherited a million quid is not the priority we would choose right now. The Tory meme machine can crank out the message: ‘DANGER – Labour are going to steal your house!!!’

I reiterate, this was not going to happen, they were not going to abolish inheritance tax; they had no intention of abolishing inheritance tax, they just wanted to let it be known for the sake of electioneering that they think you should keep all the money that you have. Not money that you earned, by the way – the vast majority of wealth people store up in their properties was not earned. They paid their mortgage with their salary, yes, but they also didn’t have to sleep on the streets in that time; the money was in exchange for shelter and warmth. I have made nearly £350,000 in the seven years I have lived in my house by doing absolutely nothing, as if the bricks just shit out money. If anything, the reason that my house value has gone up is because of taxpayer-funded infrastructure building in my area. Where I live, we are due a brand-new railway station that will link into the new high-speed rail line to London. My area essentially became a suburb of London while I was living here. The state (and I pay plenty of taxes at a considerably higher proportion of my income than billionaire Rishi Sunak does) helped me make more money. I am not against this; I am just loath to think that my good luck means that, somehow, I earned this wealth. I didn’t. I was not big, I was not clever. I was lucky.

I know this is a stark and brutal example of electioneering and, yes, it is worse in the twelve-month run-up to an election, but I cannot express enough that if I had been able to inhale enough breath sat in that crumbling hospital department to scream at the top of my lungs about everything that is wrong with our politics, I would have. Why on earth was running this hospital as part of our treasured National Health Service not the thing that would win votes? This once shiny new hospital, which my own late mother had spent years and years working studiously with others in our local health bureaucracies to ensure was built and would actually serve the local community, felt very personal to me.

You see, my mom cared so much about the health of our city, dedicated her life to trying to make it better, especially when it came to mental health provision, for which a spanking-new facility was also built on this hospital site. She didn’t need anyone to vote for her as she sat for hours poring over paperwork and plans; she didn’t even get paid for half the work she did volunteering on boards and working groups to get healthcare delivered in our community. I remember her telling me, with tears in her eyes, about the infant mortality rates in parts of the poorest bits of Birmingham. She told me she would not rest until the situation improved. I was so inspired by her drive in this area that while I was pregnant with my first baby, I volunteered to work with pregnant asylum seekers, back then mainly from Rwanda and Sierra Leone, in a scheme to ensure that they were able to access all the care they needed. My mother died in 2011; she passed away at home having recently been discharged into hospice care from that very same hospital she had fought to build. It wasn’t perfect, but my God was it in a better state when she left it than when I walked out of it on that cold December night. Her heart wouldn’t have just raced at the situation there, it would have broken clean in two.

Reading about the inheritance tax dividing line electioneering while in the hospital made me irate because it’s just the kind of ploy that feels so much like a game rather than what politics should be – a job. To me personally it feels more like a vocation, an itch I can never quite scratch sufficiently, something that must be done in the pursuit of better outcomes for the people of our country and around the world. Corny, right? A fair system of governance delivered with, by and for the people. This is the actual inheritance I got from my parents. But I don’t even want it to be so romantically celebrated like a Hippocratic oath or a pledge of allegiance. I just want it to be about service delivery and progress, and I don’t even want that to be perfect; I just want it to be satisfactory – for it to work.

Electioneering is undoubtedly necessary, I am not pretending that I don’t do it too. I do. In the 2015 election, on the subject of my opponent in Birmingham Yardley, I repeated the line, ‘He voted for a tax cut for millionaires like him on the very same day he voted for the bedroom tax for people like you’ so many times I was saying it in my sleep. Dividing lines matter, but they cannot be all there is. They have to coexist alongside doing the actual job of governing the country.

Sat gasping for breath in that hospital cubicle, with nurses being insulted by desperate patients while Jeremy Hunt and Rishi Sunak were out electioneering on inheritance tax, made me desperately despondent about the political system I am part of. It brought into sharp focus how ill-served the public are by the democratic system that I love. That arguments between two political ideologies and the need to get out the most damaging meme about your opponent have become so much more important than standing on a platform of boring, straight-up, nothing-to-write-home-about public services.

Of course, it would be impossible for Jeremy Hunt to even try to stand on a platform of good delivery in public services given the Tories’ woeful record, the man is not an idiot. But why have we as the people not made this the most basic expectation, a hurdle you have to jump over before you can even contemplate doing the fun stuff and playing the political game of ‘your ideology or mine’? When did solid, expected outcomes for the country start to play second fiddle to ‘INSERT THREE-WORD SLOGAN HERE’, and why did we allow it to happen?

The first problem this comparison between electioneering and just doing a good job of governance throws up for me is one I have to face head-on and just admit to. If the health service had been utterly perfect when I interacted with it that night, I would still never vote Conservative. I am not sure what they would have to do to make someone like me vote for them. If all had been fine and dandy my praise would have gone to the brilliant and caring staff in our health service, which was introduced by my lot, the Labour Party, don’t you know.

Tribal politics is a sickness, in my view. A sickness I am very much afflicted by. Luckily, dear reader, I am one of a dying breed of people being killed off by this sickness. Tribal politics is fracturing all over the place and parliamentary seats that had never, since their very inception, voted Conservative saw Tory candidates elected post-2015. Former mining towns in Derbyshire, Staffordshire and Northumbria turning blue. Similarly, and at the same time, seats that had never voted Labour, like Kensington and Chelsea, Canterbury, Mid Bedfordshire, were turning red. Brexit divisions, geographical demographic shifts, fracturing of class boundaries in a post-industrialised service economy saw old tribal loyalties mixing blue and red and turning everything an unpredictable brown colour.V

No amount of electioneering would work on me – I vote Labour. In 2010 I threatened not to, and for the life of me I cannot now remember why I was so annoyed. If I could have 2010 standards of politics and services back, I would. As I walked out of the polling station having cast my vote, my husband said, ‘Did you get your hissy fit out of your system or did you just do what was inevitable and vote Labour?’ He knew I was only capable of casting my ballot one way. In my defence, so annoyed was I that that very week I rejoined the Labour Party and was within the year selected to be the candidate for a local council seat and within the following year selected as the candidate for parliament, so at least I took on some responsibility to change things. Some hissy fit.

Tribal politics serves communities poorly, in my view, certainly in a local context. I think safe seats where x demographic of a community always votes Labour or y demographic always votes Tory means that the locals end up with a great representative who properly serves their area by luck alone. It does happen, but the levels of accountability within safe seats and tribal loyalties do not fit a model I would design. Perhaps it’s my Northern Irish heritage and fascination with their politics that puts this into focus for me. Tribal loyalties there have for several years delivered no political leadership at all, with a non-functioning administration ending up ruled almost wholly by Westminster. Politicians must be kept on their toes at all times by their electorate and if they can phone it in on the basis of ancient religious, race, class or wealth factors then frankly they are more likely to end up doing a shit job than not.

So, the electioneering of Jeremy Hunt’s stupid inheritance tax announcements is not for my benefit. It is for the illusive floating voter. The sensible non-tribal sorts who don’t vote on the basis that their long-dead grandad is watching over them in the polling booth wielding a ghostly hammer and sickle. Why is it that just operating good sensible government isn’t enough? If that was all it took to win elections, surely those who desire power as much as many in Westminster do would just focus on that. Why don’t they?

I have taken some blame for the stupidity of my tribal tendencies, now so too must you. The average voter, you are part of the problem. Far be it from me to slag off voters. Professionally speaking, it is a silly and hazardous thing to do, but hear me out. You are never satisfied. I blame myself; people like me have gobbed on and on about how people should stand up and speak out. I stand by this, but when I think of Sharon Storer standing outside the Queen Elizabeth Hospital valiantly haranguing Tony Blair and demanding better treatment for her partner in A&E, perhaps it is hindsight that allows me to say, ‘Be careful what you wish for, bab.’

I think she was absolutely right to take the opportunity when presented to her of expressing her displeasure. I don’t think she should bow down to the prime minister as if he was some godlike person who should be respected no matter what. He is there to serve her, not the other way around, and she was simply fighting for better for her partner, which I have absolutely no doubt she received after the media attention her complaints garnered.

However, the overall effect was not to improve the health service for the future; it was merely a punch-up during an election campaign that Tony Blair’s opponents will have been delighted by. The likeliest outcome of such an encounter is for politicians to stage-manage all visits to hospitals and schools, to the point where they will become incapable of actually seeing any sense of the reality on the ground. If Rishi Sunak had walked into the A&E waiting room where I sat that winter he would have, I suspect, struggled to make it out alive.

Elections bring out the Punch and Judy in everything, including the public, and become solely about who can hit the other person over the head with a truncheon more successfully. There is literally no light, no diligent plans for a better service, no acceptance of the difficulties of delivery or lengthy thoughtful conversations about the why and how things need to be better.

I love elections and the thrill of the campaign, but the election cycle merely breeds a culture of repeated actions: at most a year of planning followed by a year of set-up, a subsequent year of delivery then everyone loses their marbles again and starts shouting and screaming about how the other side have blood on their hands.

It would be wrong of me not to point out here that in my experience of election campaigns they are, on the national stage, by and large run by men. I am being polite by calling them men, because the way they actually appear to me is as boys. Boys pretending that they are in The West Wing – my God, does the Josh Lyman character in the Aaron Sorkin drama have a lot to answer for in what is wrong with our politics. Gangs of boys with made-up job titles poring over laptops and cracking witty jokes thinking that they run the fucking country have become a staple in Westminster politics of the last twenty years.

This is not an insignificant problem in how democracy plays out. In every political party HQ today there sits a nerve centre of boys acting as if they are fighting an actual war. Cosplaying tough talk and using the language of traps and ambush like they are the Rebel Alliance trying to fell the Death Star. Many of these people on all sides are certainly brilliant statisticians, great writers, brilliant communicators, but the number of fucks they give about actual public services being delivered satisfactorily is zero. They are often either too young or too rich to worry, and their maleness, even for the ones with children or sick parents, means they are likely delegating their interactions with the state to a wife, sister or mother. They all live in London, even the ones who, like Dominic Cummings, came to their jobs with the lilt of a regional accent.

There have of course been some notable exceptions to this. I think of the brilliant Margaret McDonagh, Labour Party organiser and campaigns chief in the 1997 and 2001 elections, who definitely made those campaigns feel as if they were about public service delivery. But the point stands, I’m afraid: part of the reason we are poorly served in campaigns is because there is a distinct smell of Lynx Africa emitting from the room where we work on messaging. I guarantee you that the people briefing Jeremy Hunt’s inheritance tax nonsense were a bunch of lads. The same week the very same boys were briefing the following: ‘Exclusive: Downing Street officials are looking at changing the government’s fiscal rules in an attempt to set a trap for Labour over borrowing.’ Like they are not even embarrassed that they are plainly saying that government officials – paid for by you, the taxpayer – who should be working hard in your service on the issues facing the nation, are fannying about in the seat of power trying to lay traps. For fuck’s sake, at least pretend you are doing the job you are paid to do, not just playing some revolting game of one-upmanship. My response to this ‘Exclusive’ tweeted out by the Telegraph was: ‘Seriously, could they spend one minute actually trying to govern the country. Last week I had to put on a hospital gown in a toilet in a hospital, as there were no cubicles free from people, and the floor was covered in piss. Seriously, do your goddamn job.’ I stand by this.

In the battle to be the victor in our democracy, hitting hardest always triumphs when you pretend it is a war you are fighting rather than a country you are governing. No one wins, you understand, just who sheds the most blood is the metric for success.

My solution to this particular problem is a simple one. Employ and elect more women from diverse backgrounds. It’s an evergreen statement. Assume I think it about everything.

The solution to the wider problem thrown up by election cycles and the brutish black-versus-white system we have created is trickier for sure.

But we cannot be distracted anymore by cynical, negative tactics. While Twitter battled over fictional inheritance tax policy the next day, people sat for far too long in crumbling NHS waiting rooms up and down the country. We deserve better. But to get it, we have to demand better. We cannot fall for it any longer. There are actual lives at stake.
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