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THE EMERGING POLITICS 
JONATHAN BARTLEY 

"I AM LEAVING THE HOUSE OF COMMONS TO 
CONCENTRATE ON POLITICS", ANNOUNCED THE 
VETERAN TONY BENN MP UPON HIS RETIREMENT. Fifty 
years after he contested his first general election, it was 
Benn's conviction that his politics could now be better 
expressed by departing from the corridors of 
Westminster. When a politician of such calibre and 
experience makes such a statement, it is worth taking 
notice. All the more so when the sentiment seems to be 
shared by so many others. 

Despite the insistence by most politicians that "change 
comes from within", the numbers of us who are actively 
involved in our Parliamentary democracy are 
dwindling. There are now just 800,000 members of 
political parties in the UK, and only a fraction of those 
are active in their constituencies. This is a stark contrast 
with the situation fifty years ago when the Conservative 
and Labour parties each claimed close to one million 
members. 

Outside the political parties the story is the same. At 
the 2001 general election, Labour's massive 170-seat 
majority in the House of Commons resulted from the 
votes of just one in four adults. The proportion of the 
population turning out in the polls hasn't been so small 
since women ( over the age of thirty and holding 
property) were given the vote in 1918. The situation is 
even worse in local elections where councils are 
frequently elected with the support of just one in ten 
voters. 

This situation is not unique to the UK. Many 
established democracies are experiencing the same 
phenomenon. A survey of 170 countries by the 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance (IIDEA) indicated that that there is a slow 
but steady decline in turnout around the world. 

It is a strange paradox that whilst much of the political 
struggle of the modern era has been about extending 
the franchise, so few people now choose to exercise their 
democratic rights. As in the days of the "rotten 
boroughs", it is still just a handful of individuals in each 
constituency who determine who our political 
"representatives" will be. 

Various explanations have been offered for why, after 
centuries of toil to open up the political system, so few 
are playing an active part in it. Some suggest 
complacency is to blame, but this doesn't really ring 
true when the lowest turnouts are often found in the 
most needy and deprived areas. Others have proposed 
that people simply don't care about "political" issues 

any more, but research published by MORI after the 
2001 general election showed that twenty-four per cent 
of those aged 18-34 who said they did not vote had 
been "politically active" in other ways, for example by 
taking part in a protest march. 1 

In an age where political aurhority is derived by a 
mandate from the masses, this disengagement from the 
political process presents more than a small crisis for 
nation states. Put simply, for many people the 
democratic system doesn't seem to be delivering the 
goods. Politicians are seriously considering what they 
can do to reverse this trend that undermines their 
legitimacy. One possible solution is to use new 
technology to bring decision-making closer to the 
people it affects - new methods of voting by e-mail, on 
the Internet and by text message are being piloted; a 
trial project at the moment means that you can watch, 
on the Internet, the draft Communications Bill being 
debated in House of Commons Committee and then 
send in your questions by e-mail. E-democracy certainly 
brings with it some interesting ideas. It opens up a 
whole new set of possibilities with regard to how 
consultations might be carried out at local and national 
level. It also means that referendums might play an 
increasing role in the way we are governed. 

There is still, however, a major problem: people still 
seem keener to text their vote for the latest eviction 
from the Big Brother house than cast their vote in a 
general election. In fact, where voting by text was 
trailed at the last general election, there was not a 
significant increase in the number of votes cast. Whilst 
the new technologies may change the way decisions are 
made, it is no solution to the lack of engagement in the 
political system. In fact, it is a bit like putting a sticking 
plaster on the body politic, when the real problem is a 
cancer eating away within. 

It is more likely that radical changes in our political 
institutions will have greater effect on political 
participation. The British political system, without any 
codified constitution, has always been an evolving one 
with new customs and conventions, new acts of 
Parliament and measures that reform the way we do 
our politics. In the last few years we've seen more 
wide-ranging reforms than at any other time in 
history.2 

These reforms show a willingness to experiment with 
new ways of government, and we should expect to see a 
great deal more of it in the years to come as 
modernisers attempt to inject new life into flagging 
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1 The four biggest aid agencies 
(Oxfam, Save the Children, Action 
Aid, and Christian Aid), which all 
have a distinctly political edge, 
boast 2.7 million supporters. 
2 For example, devolution in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland, the abolition of hereditary 
peers and the reform of the House 
of Lords, the introduction of 
proportional systems of voting for 
the European elections, regional 
changes in the way that local 
councils are run. 

► institutions, but what about the content of the
political system? Until a few years ago in the UK, and
in most modem democracies, it seemed that you knew
where you were when it came to political ideas. There
was free-market capitalism and socialism, the political
Right and the political Left. In the European
Parliament, as at Westminster, the Socialists would sit
on the other side of the hemisphere, or chamber, to the
Conservatives or Christian Democrats. But, we have all
known for a while that the old Left-Right paradigm no
longer applies to explanations of political behaviours.
Peter Mandleson's recent comment sums up the
situation: "We are all Thatcherites now."

So, as we emerge from modernity, what is to happen 
now that the dominance of such ideas .pas passed? 
Political parties used to be bound together with 
ideological chords, but some very uneasy partnerships 
are revealed when these strands are removed. Within 
the Conservative Party, for example, there is a tension 
between one-nation and two-nation Tories, because of 
major splits over Europe. There are also divides between 
moral libertarians and those who believe that the state 
should play a more paternalistic role in social affairs, 
and competing views about notions of justice: how far 
should the state seek to regulate behaviour and pick up 
the pieces when the free market goes wrong? 

The genius of New Labour was to recognise that the 
Party needed a new vision and set of values to hold it 
together after Clause 4 of its constitution, the 
commitment to the goal of common ownership of the 
means of production, was discredited. Those political 
parties that cannot come up with a new vision to 
replace the old may be destined to fragment and be 
replaced by new ones, as the Conservatives may soon 
discover. This is more likely now that proportional 
systems of voting give new groupings a decent chance 
of getting at least some of their members elected. 

We may also see, once again, the rise of independent 
politics. It seems the electorate have responded quite 
favourably when political people have attempted to step 
outside the parties. One of the big secrets in British 
politics is the presence of independents. There are some 
1,700 independent councillors in the UK, and 
seventeen local councils under independent control. 
There are 170 independent peers in the House of Lords, 
and in the reformed second chamber "People's Peers" 
will be appointed to join them. In the House of 
Commons, too, there are independents: Martin Bell 
(who stood against Neil Hamilton in Tatton) and 
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Richard Taylor (the doctor in Wyre Forest who won on 
a NHS platform) are the two independent MPs who 
have caught the public imagination at the last two 
general elections. This, of course, is in addition to 
Ken Livingstone's success in becoming the mayor of 
London. 

An interesting feature of politics is that turnout at 
elections increases significantly where an independent 
stands. They seem to connect more effectively with the 
people they are seeking to represent than 
Party-affiliated candidates. The main political parties 
have begun to utilise focus groups because they perhaps 
realise that they needed to do more to connect with 
"ordinary" people. Politics has always been the art of 
the possible, but perhaps now, more than at any other 
time in recent history, it is driven by what the public 
are perceived to want at any given time. 

The absence of coherent credos means that we can have 
Iain Duncan-Smith pushing forward "compassionate 
conservatism" in a speech at 11.00 am at a day centre 
for adults with learning disabilities, having the same 
day written an article in the Daily Mail arguing that 
none of the 1,300 asylum seekers fleeing persecution 
should be let in from the Sandgatte detention centre in 
France. The two approaches depend as much on how 
Duncan-Smith thinks his words and actions will go 
down with the various groups that he is trying to 
please, as on any philosophical framework of 
compassion. 

Despite the absence of strong ideology, there is an 
underlying philosophical framework. The main political 
parties share common ground, especially when it comes 
to their values. There is, for example, a widespread 
acceptance of the importance of markets and free trade, 
and tight control of public spending. Beyond economic 
consideration, few now question the nuclear deterrent, 
the war on terrorism, restrictions upon immigration, 
and the primary place of prisons in criminal justice. 
Also, the national interest is of prime importance. 

These values are not usually questioned and they, 
therefore, determine the boundaries within which 
policy is set. For example, the government may be 
prepared to break the tight controls on public spending 

to boost the financing of the NHS (as Gordon Brown 
plans to do with his £50 billion increase over the next 
five years) but still unable to find the extra £3.5 billion 
needed to meet the UK's long-standing commitment

to raise overseas aid, spending to O. 7 per cent of Gross
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National Product, because it is not in the national 
interest to do so. 

The combination of focus-group politics with the 
consensus, provides a fertile breeding ground for 
nationalism, as we are beginning to see. It is perhaps 
true that nationalism abhors a vacuum and, in the 
absence of strong ideologies, such views have a 
tendency to move in. Fuelled by pressures of population 
movements and uncertainty over the nation state, the 
far Right seems to be prospering as it seeks to address 
fears and emphasise the national interest. This should 
come as little surprise when we have an emerging 
politics that listens first and foremost to the concerns of 
people inside national borders. In the end, it is such 
"crises" as the perceived threat from immigration that 
will show the emerging politics in its true colours, 
because politicians will be forced to respond. Bue when 
they hit, the inadequacies of the system become clear 
for all to see. 

Enlightenment philosophers, such as Locke and 
Rousseau, developed theories of the state where 
authority no longer depended upon the divine, as it did 
in previous ages. Their concern, following the 
bloodshed of the English Civil War, which was blamed 
largely upon religion, was to develop a political theory 
where authority was based on a "contract" between the 
politicians and the people. But, did anyone ever ask 
what would happen when the people no longer wanted 
to keep their end of the theoretical bargain? This is 
central to understanding the emerging politics. 
Changing ideologies, values, technologies and 
demographics are all influential. Questions over the 
nation state, the war on terrorism, multi-national 
companies and multiculturalism will help shape the 
new political form. But it is the questions about 
political authority and the ability of the politicians to 
meet the needs of the people they claim to represent 
that are perhaps the most important of all. 

EDDIE GIBBS is 
Donald A. McGavran 
Professor of Church 
Growth at Fuller 
Theological Seminary, USA. 
His publications include In 
Name Only and / Believe in 
Church Growth. 

·,

10/11 

' 
' 

THE EMERGING 

CHURCH 
EDDIE GIBBS 

FROM A THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE, THE CHURCH IS 
ALWAYS EMERGING BECAUSE IT IS AN ANTICIPATORY 
SIGN OF GOD'S KINGDOM. It is the "becoming Church" 
because the classic "marks" of its authenticity, namely 
one, holy catholic and apostolic are more statements of 
faith than of actuality. It must forever strive to become 
what Christ intended for his body, which will only 
emerge in all its fullness when the Church on earth is 
translated to the Church in heaven. 

Here, we are considering the emerging Church from a 
missiological point of view. This has been a welcome 
trend in recent years, especially through the influence of 
the late Lesslie Newbigin, who alerted the churches of 
Europe to the fact that they faced a missionary 
challenge every bit as demanding as the challenges 
facing the churches of the Majority World. His insights 
have been taken up by a group of theologians and 
missiologists in North America through the Church and 
Our Culture Network, who have published a series of 
books discussing the "missional Church". These 
developments provide a healthy corrective to the 
previous mindset that separated ecclesiology from 
missiology, to the impoverishment of both disciplines. 
The separation of the two contributed to a widespread 
"missionless Church" on the one hand, and a 
"churchless mission" on the other. This was more the 
case among Protestant thinkers than among Roman 
Catholics in the wake of Vatican II. 

For some time we have been painfully aware of the 
chronic decline in Church attendance throughout 
Europe, to the point that a number of traditional 
denominations are faced with the wholesale closure of 
churches, as well as the threatened collapse of their 
structures. Here in the USA, the situation for the 
so-called mainline denominations is not so bleak, 
despite the fact that many of those denominations have 
shrunk to the point where they are now more sideline 
than mainline churches. The regional variations in 
church attendance are far more marked than in Europe, 
ranging from an estimated five to eight per cent in the 
Northwestern states of Oregon and Washington, to 
over forty per cent in the Southern states. Yet, the 
average size of churches continues to shrink so that, 
proportionally, many more are no longer financially 
viable. Also, on both sides of the Atlantic the "under 
thirty-five generation" (Generation X) is turning away 
from the Church at an alarming rate. 

The emerging Church must be seen in this context. 
Whereas overall Church attendance continues its 
downward trend, there are significant movements that 


