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A philosopher has stepped into the political arena this morning with his own intriguing take on MPs’ mistakes. Or in fact, mistakes in general. Julian Bagini has provided a refreshing new rationale – commissioned by the think-tank Demos. He argues that mistakes are part of life, that to admit to them is only right – but that politicians are somehow being held to a higher, well nigh impossible standard . 
“The rhetoric as well as the logic of the mistake culture should be developed” says Mr.Bagini. By which he means ( he is a philosopher after all, everything can’t be as transparent as a Sun editorial) that politicians should be given scope to explain what went wrong, why they now see it was wrong but how they didn’t at the time.”If you are making a justifiable mistake, you have to have a story to tell about it that makes it understandable” he told us on today’s Today programme on BBC4. In a highly unusual defence of the politician against the media he announced boldly “I see it as an asymmetric war. It’s easy for people on the other side “ ( Today interviewers presumably) ‘who don’t have to carry the can and only have to plug away at what’s gone wrong.” 
Lucid simple and true. The modern gladiatorial battle on air features a representative from a government department as a hymn –singing Christians, armed with nothing but an ambitious new policy up against the fully armed trained pugilist in the person of Jim Naughtie or John Humphrys whose net and goad are there to ensnare and provoke the poor flailing spokesperson - to slip up, admit a mistake, break down sobbing in tears – anything for some good audience figures. It is unequal.
It is iniquitous and it, if Julian Bagini’s insights are correct, is unfair. To this let’s add the particular poison reserved for women. If the hand to hand combat of a media interview is unequal – when it’s a woman politician the questions are regularly more snide , the tone more snippy. As evidence let’s adduce the grilling of the Schools Minister Beverly Hughes, last week by the faux-affable Eddie Mair -ironic  by the way, that the BBC is getting rid of an Edward ( Sturton – officer and gentleman) and bumping up an Eddie ( insidiously combative ). 
The interview had the Schools Minister on to discuss the 1% drop in success rates for reading for children. She explained that many of the failing children had English as a second language, included struggling Special Needs children, but this was just not enough for Mr.Mair. ‘Why’ he demanded “Why has this happened?” well how could she say why? But instead of simply telling him that 1% was statistically negligible in an overall improvement of about 35% over twenty years since the tests, she went for the ‘mea culpa’ approach. She beat her breast, she accused herself of needing to work harder, she lamented the lack, the purpose, the commitment and said over and over again that she would ‘re-double ‘ her efforts. Was this enough for Malicious Mair? Of course not. In line with Julian Bagnini’s theory, it only made things worse, encouraged him to further scorn.
When it comes to mistakes in politics the philosopher is right. Sorry might be the hardest word but it is certainly the most ineffectual. When will we hear a Minister drop the contrite suffering martyr role and go on the offensive? Wouldn’t it be refreshing to hear Beverley snap back with “ Well how about you doing better?” Or “ Do you have the slightest idea what you’re talking about? Meek and mild is not always the best path in modern politics.

