
politics is the art of possible

politics is the art of possible, a phrase that encapsulates the pragmatic nature of political
processes and decision-making. This concept highlights the essence of compromise, negotiation, and
realistic goal-setting within the complex arena of governance and public affairs. Understanding this
idea is essential for grasping how political actors navigate competing interests, limited resources,
and diverse public opinions to achieve feasible outcomes. This article explores the origins of the
phrase, its significance in contemporary politics, and its implications for political strategy and
governance. Additionally, it examines how the art of the possible shapes policy development, conflict
resolution, and democratic processes. The following sections provide a comprehensive analysis of
why politics is fundamentally about making what is achievable happen within the constraints of real-
world conditions.

Origins and Meaning of "Politics is the Art of Possible"

The Role of Pragmatism in Political Decision-Making

Politics as Negotiation and Compromise

Applications in Policy Development and Governance

Challenges and Criticisms of the Pragmatic Approach

Origins and Meaning of "Politics is the Art of Possible"

The phrase "politics is the art of possible" is commonly attributed to Otto von Bismarck, the 19th-
century German statesman who played a pivotal role in the unification of Germany. This aphorism
reflects the core principle that politicians and leaders must work within practical limits to achieve
tangible results. It emphasizes adaptability, flexibility, and realism in political affairs rather than
idealism or rigid adherence to ideology. The phrase underscores the idea that politics is not about
achieving perfection but about navigating constraints to find workable solutions.

Historical Context of the Phrase

Otto von Bismarck's era was marked by complex international alliances, power struggles, and
shifting social dynamics. His pragmatic approach to diplomacy and statecraft exemplified the
concept of making the best possible decisions under existing conditions. The phrase gained
prominence as a summary of this approach, highlighting the necessity of balancing ambition with
feasibility in political leadership.



Interpretations and Variations

Over time, the phrase has been interpreted in multiple ways. Some view it as a call for practical
compromise, while others see it as a reminder that political success depends on strategic flexibility.
The expression has been adapted in various political theories and commentaries to stress the
importance of adjusting expectations and tactics to the realities of power, public opinion, and
institutional limitations.

The Role of Pragmatism in Political Decision-Making

Pragmatism is a foundational element in the concept that politics is the art of possible. It involves
prioritizing actions and policies that are achievable and effective rather than those that are merely
desirable in theory. Political pragmatism requires leaders to evaluate situations carefully, weigh
costs and benefits, and pursue strategies that maximize positive outcomes within constraints.

Balancing Ideals and Realities

While political actors often have ideological commitments, pragmatism encourages balancing these
ideals with the realities of governance. This balance is critical because rigid adherence to ideology
can hinder policy implementation and lead to political stalemates. Pragmatic decision-making seeks
to bridge the gap between visionary goals and the practical steps necessary to progress.

Examples of Pragmatic Politics

Historical and contemporary examples illustrate pragmatic approaches in politics:

Coalition governments formed to achieve majority rule despite ideological differences.

Legislative compromises that allow controversial bills to pass with bipartisan support.

Diplomatic negotiations that prioritize conflict de-escalation over absolute demands.

Politics as Negotiation and Compromise

At the heart of politics being the art of possible lies negotiation and compromise. Political actors
must often reconcile competing interests and values to reach agreements that are acceptable to a
majority or key stakeholders. This process is essential for functional governance and social stability.



The Dynamics of Political Negotiation

Negotiation in politics involves dialogue, persuasion, and concessions. Leaders and representatives
engage in discussions to identify common ground and trade-offs. Effective negotiation requires
understanding the priorities and constraints of all parties involved, as well as the capacity to make
strategic concessions without undermining core objectives.

Compromise as a Political Tool

Compromise is often necessary to pass legislation, form alliances, or address public concerns. While
compromise may involve sacrificing some goals, it enables progress and avoids gridlock. It reflects
the principle that achieving some progress is better than pursuing unattainable perfection. The
willingness to compromise is a hallmark of mature democratic systems and effective political
leadership.

Applications in Policy Development and Governance

The art of the possible plays a crucial role in shaping public policy and governance structures.
Policymakers must design and implement initiatives that respond to societal needs while operating
within budgetary, legal, and political constraints.

Policy Formulation within Constraints

Policy development requires assessing what is feasible given economic resources, institutional
capacities, and political support. Leaders must prioritize policies that have a realistic chance of
implementation and sustainability. This often involves incremental changes rather than sweeping
reforms.

Governance and Institutional Realities

Effective governance depends on the ability to work within institutional frameworks, including
legislatures, courts, and bureaucracies. The art of the possible acknowledges these frameworks'
limitations and leverages them to achieve practical outcomes. It also involves managing stakeholder
expectations and responding to changing political landscapes.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Pragmatic Approach

Despite its advantages, the pragmatic approach to politics as the art of possible faces several



challenges and criticisms. Some argue that excessive pragmatism can lead to ethical compromises,
diluted policies, or the neglect of important values.

Risks of Overcompromise

When political actors prioritize feasibility over principles, there is a risk of undermining ideological
commitments or public trust. Overcompromise may result in policies that are ineffective or lack
clarity, potentially eroding democratic accountability.

Balancing Pragmatism and Vision

Critics emphasize the need to balance pragmatic politics with visionary leadership. While
pragmatism focuses on what can be done now, visionary goals inspire long-term progress and social
transformation. The challenge is to integrate both approaches to drive meaningful change without
losing sight of practical constraints.

Strengthening ethical frameworks in political negotiations

Ensuring transparency to maintain public trust

Promoting citizen engagement to align policies with societal values

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is the art of the possible' mean?
The phrase means that politics involves finding practical and achievable solutions rather than
idealistic or absolute ones. It emphasizes compromise and negotiation to accomplish goals within
existing constraints.

Who originally coined the phrase 'politics is the art of the
possible'?
The phrase is commonly attributed to Otto von Bismarck, the 19th-century Prussian statesman, who
used it to describe the pragmatic nature of politics.

How does 'politics is the art of the possible' apply in modern
democratic systems?
In modern democracies, this phrase highlights the importance of compromise and coalition-building



among diverse political groups to pass legislation and govern effectively.

Can 'politics is the art of the possible' justify unethical
political compromises?
While the phrase encourages practicality, it does not justify unethical behavior. Ethical
considerations should guide political compromises to ensure integrity and public trust.

How does the concept of 'the possible' change over time in
politics?
The realm of what is 'possible' in politics evolves with societal values, technological advancements,
and shifting power dynamics, expanding or limiting the scope of achievable policies.

Why is compromise essential in the art of politics?
Compromise allows different political actors to reconcile conflicting interests and work towards
solutions that, while not perfect, are attainable and beneficial for society.

How can politicians balance idealism with the art of the
possible?
Politicians can balance idealism and pragmatism by setting long-term visionary goals while being
willing to take incremental, realistic steps that move towards those goals within current constraints.

Additional Resources
1. The Art of the Possible: Political Negotiation in Practice
This book explores the dynamics of political negotiation and compromise, emphasizing how
politicians navigate complex landscapes to achieve workable solutions. It delves into real-world case
studies where flexibility and pragmatism led to significant policy breakthroughs. Readers gain
insight into the delicate balance between idealism and realism in governance.

2. Politics as the Art of the Possible
Focusing on the pragmatic aspects of political strategy, this title examines how leaders prioritize
achievable goals over utopian visions. It discusses the importance of incremental progress, coalition-
building, and adaptability in political success. The book provides a thoughtful analysis of how the art
of compromise shapes legislative outcomes.

3. The Power of Pragmatism: Politics Beyond Ideology
This book argues that effective politics requires moving beyond rigid ideological stances to embrace
practical solutions that serve the greater good. It highlights examples from various political systems
where pragmatism has led to lasting reforms. The author challenges readers to reconsider the role
of flexibility in political leadership.

4. Negotiating the Impossible: How Political Leaders Find Common Ground
Through compelling narratives, this book showcases how political figures overcome seemingly



insurmountable differences to forge agreements. It outlines key negotiation techniques and
psychological insights that facilitate compromise. The work underscores the importance of empathy
and communication in the political process.

5. The Realpolitik Handbook: Strategies for the Art of Governance
Offering a modern take on realpolitik, this handbook provides tools and strategies for navigating the
complex realities of political power. It covers topics such as alliance formation, strategic
concessions, and power balancing. The book is a practical guide for politicians and enthusiasts
interested in the mechanics of governance.

6. Compromise and Conquest: The Dual Faces of Political Success
This title investigates how political victories often arise from a blend of concession and assertive
action. It explores historical instances where compromise paved the way for significant
achievements without sacrificing core values. The book encourages readers to appreciate the
nuanced interplay between flexibility and firmness in politics.

7. The Limits of Idealism: Embracing the Possible in Politics
Challenging idealistic approaches, this book advocates for recognizing and working within practical
constraints to effect change. It discusses how political actors can maintain their principles while
engaging in realistic policymaking. The author uses examples from both local and international
politics to illustrate these themes.

8. Bridging Divides: The Art of Political Consensus
This work delves into the processes and skills necessary to build consensus in divided political
environments. It highlights the role of dialogue, trust-building, and mutual respect in overcoming
polarization. The book offers strategies for leaders seeking to unite disparate groups around
common goals.

9. The Strategic Mind: Politics and the Pursuit of the Possible
Focusing on strategic thinking, this book uncovers how politicians assess opportunities and
constraints to craft achievable plans. It examines decision-making frameworks and the importance of
timing in political maneuvers. Readers are provided with a deep understanding of how strategic
calculation underpins successful political careers.
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  politics is the art of possible: Community and the Politics of Place Daniel Kemmis, 1990
Thomas Jefferson envisioned a nation of citizens deeply involved in public life. Today Americans are
lamenting the erosion of his ideal. What happened in the intervening centuries? Daniel Kemmis
argues that our loss of capacity for public life (which impedes our ability to resolve crucial issues)
parallels our loss of a sense of place. A renewed sense of inhabitation, he maintains —of community
rooted in place and of people dwelling in that place in a practiced way—can shape politics into a
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more cooperative and more humanly satisfying enterprise, producing better people, better
communities, and better places. The author emphasizes the importance of place by analyzing
problems and possibilities of public life in a particular place— those northern states whose
settlement marked the end of the old frontier. National efforts to “keep citizens apart” by
encouraging them to develop open country and rely upon impersonal, procedural methods for public
problems have bred stalemate, frustration, and alienation. As alternatives he suggests how western
patterns of inhabitation might engender a more cooperative, face-to-face practice of public life.
Community and the Politics of Place also examines our ambivalence about the relationship between
cities and rural areas and about the role of corporations in public life. The book offers new insight
into the relationship between politics and economics and addresses the question of whether the
nation-state is an appropriate entity for the practice of either discipline. The author draws upon the
growing literature of civic republicanism for both a language and a vantage point from which to
address problems in American public life, but he criticizes that literature for its failure to consider
place. Though its focus on a single region lends concreteness to its discussions, Community and the
Politics of Place promotes a better understanding of the quality of public life today in all regions of
the United States.
  politics is the art of possible: The art of the possible Chris Williams, Andrew Edwards,
2015-07-01 This volume explores some of the major transitions, opportunities and false dawns of
modern British political history. It engages with the scholarly legacy of Professor Duncan Tanner
(1958–2010) whose work was focused on the political process and on politics in government.
Chronologically its span runs from the first general election to be conducted under the terms of the
Third Reform Act through to the 1997 referenda in favour of devolved assemblies in Scotland and
Wales. This was the period in which British politicians most obviously addressed a mass, British-wide
electorate, seeking national approval for policies and programmes to be enacted on a UK-wide basis.
Aimed at scholars and students of modern British history this volume will also interest the general
reader who wishes to get to grips with some of the latest thinking about British politics.
  politics is the art of possible: The Politics of Art , 2022-06-08
  politics is the art of possible: Rick Turner's Politics as the Art of the Impossible Michael
Onyebuchi Eze, Lawrence Hamilton, Laurence Piper, Gideon van Riet, Paula Ensor, Daryl Glaser,
Christine Hobden, Billy Keniston, Ayesha Omar, John Sodiq Sanni, Tendayi Sithole, Crain Soudien,
2024-07-01 Revisits the work of Rick Turner, a South African political theorist, and addresses
contemporary debates Rick Turner was a South African academic and anti-apartheid activist who
rebelled against the apartheid state at the height of its power. For this he was assassinated in 1978,
at just 32 years of age, but his life and work are testimony to the power of philosophical thinking for
humans everywhere. Turner chose to live freely in an unfree time and argued for a non-racial,
socialist future in a context where this seemed unimaginable. This book takes seriously Rick
Turner’s challenge that political theorising requires thinking in a utopian way. Turner’s seminal
book The Eye of the Need: Towards a Participatory Democracy laid out some of his most potent
ideas on a radically different political and economic system. His demand was that we work to escape
the limiting ideas of the present, carefully design a just future based on shared human values, and
act to make it a reality, both politically and in our daily lives. The contributors to this volume engage
critically with Turner’s work on race relations, his relationship with Steve Biko, his views on religion,
education and gender oppression, his participatory model of democracy, and his critique of enduring
forms of poverty and economic inequality. They show how, in his life and work, Turner modeled how
we can dare to be free and how hope can return, as the future always remains open to human
construction. This book makes an important contribution to contemporary thinking and activism
where the need for South Africans to define their understanding of their greater common good is of
crucial importance.
  politics is the art of possible: The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art ,
1858
  politics is the art of possible: Politics of the Possible Kumkum Sangari, 2002 This collection of



essays covers a broad range of disciplines to produce a work that rethinks relationships and
divisions in gender, geography, class relations, culture and much more to create a true 'politics of
the possible'. Broadly emphasizing forms, ideologies and class relations, Sangari's essays crisscross
and cohere around several themes: the politics of social location and the connection between local,
metropolitan and colonial geographies as they bear on debates about the nature of knowledge; the
transnational and regional production of ideologies such as altruism under the aegis of colonialism;
ways of theorizing women's labour, literacy and consent to patriarchal arrangements and dominant
ideologies. Sangari's analysis of Indian English and the relationships between 'literature' and the
non-literary change, the way we consider the divisions between the metropolitan and the
sub-continental. In her discussion of capitalism and colonialism, her egalitarian feminist viewpoint
opens up and questions issues of cultural autonomy and hybridity. She also critiques the impact of
race, caste, class, religion and misogyny on patriarchal ideology and its effect on women. The
'politics of the possible' mapped by these essays presents itself in several areas: as a more sensitive
feminist historiography; as the social potential for secular activity in seemingly impossible situations;
in the historical possibilities that were offered by situations not doomed to inevitable outcomes; and
as the elements of resistance produced by the contradictions of different structures of oppression.
  politics is the art of possible: The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science, Art, and
Finance , 1878
  politics is the art of possible: The Art of the Possible Hyung-Chul Chung, 2002-09-10 To
situate ourselves in 'a matter-flow' means, first of all, to make our perspectives flexible and
constantly make them new. In addition, the discovery of 'a matter-flow' forces us to see the
pre-epistemological state of being, and it enables us to love all the living things in the real world. We
experimented with such concepts as intuition, force, ch'i, the line of flight, wu-wei, and body. The art
of the possible in 'a matter-flow' will have to continue.
  politics is the art of possible: Transcultural Perspectives in Literature, Language, Art, and
Politics Indra Karapetjana, Aristi Trendel, 2025-01-15 Transcultural Perspectives in Literature,
Language, Art, and Politics is a contribution to the field of transcultural studies that has been
gaining ground since the turn of the twentieth century. Embracing the transcultural lens in the
humanities and social sciences, it demonstrates how the relevance, necessity and wide range of this
approach can better enhance our understanding of the contemporary world as well as the past.
Though all the contributors have a humanities background, they work in different research fields
such as literary studies, linguistics, translation studies, cinema, or intellectual history, and use a
variety of theoretical frames. A transdisciplinary framework also seems to be the most practical one
to meet the challenges that transcultural phenomena and developments present. In sixteen chapters
organized in five sections (literature, translation and linguistics, cinema, communication and
politics), the volume explores the dynamics of transculturality at a micro and macro level, its
benefits and limits. These studies suggest that transculturality is not only used as an intellectual
working tool but also as an identity in motion that may represent a glimmer of hope in a world that
seems to be in the throes of unreason and on the brink of self-induced destruction.
  politics is the art of possible: Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art , 1859
  politics is the art of possible: The Cultural Politics of Art in Iran Katrin Nahidi,
2023-09-21 Modernist Iranian art represents a highly diverse field of cultural production deeply
involved in discussing questions of modernity and modernization as practiced in Iran. This book
investigates how artistic production and art criticism reflected upon the discourse about
gharbzadegi (westoxification), the most substantial critique of Iran's adaptation of Western
modernity, and ultimately proved to be a laboratory for the negotiation of an anti-colonial concept of
an Iranian artistic modernity, which artists and critics envisioned as a significant other to Western
colonial modernity. In this book, Katrin Nahidi revisits Iranian modernist art, aiming to explore a
political and contextualized interpretation of modernism. Based on extensive fieldwork, interviews,
and archival research, Nahidi provides a history of modernist art production since the 1950s and
reveals the complex political agency underlying art historiographical processes. Offering a key



contribution to postcolonial art history, Nahidi shows how Iranian artistic modernity was used to
flesh out anti-colonial concepts and ideas around Iranian national identity.
  politics is the art of possible: From Art to Politics Yvon Grenier, 2001 This book offers an
analysis of Paz's political thought, arguing that it is rooted in two separate and often antagonistic
traditions, Liberalism and Romanticism. Grenier shows that Paz's political thought is best
approached not so much by looking at the specific positions Paz took in the issues of his day, but
rather by uncovering the core values at the heart of Paz's political philosophy. From Art to Politics
gives not only a better understanding of Paz's thought, but also a discussion of the political culture
and democratization of Mexico. The book takes a novel look at issues such as the relations between
art and politics, the role of intellectuals, and the penchant of academics for machination theories in
the area of art and culture. The result is an account of Paz's work that is both more focused and
more ambitious than those offered in previous books on Paz's politics.
  politics is the art of possible: The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art ,
1934
  politics is the art of possible: Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations Adrienne Rich,
2002-05-17 Adrienne Rich's new prose collection could have been titled The Essential
Rich.—Women's Review of Books These essays trace a distinguished writer's engagement with her
time, her arguments with herself and others. I am a poet who knows the social power of poetry, a
United States citizen who knows herself irrevocably tangled in her society's hopes, arrogance, and
despair, Adrienne Rich writes. The essays in Arts of the Possible search for possibilities beyond a
compromised, degraded system, seeking to imagine something else. They call on the fluidity of the
imagination, from poetic vision to social justice, from the badlands of political demoralization to an
art that might wound, that may open scars when engaged in its work, but will finally suture and not
tear apart. This volume collects Rich's essays from the last decade of the twentieth century,
including four earlier essays, as well as several conversations that go further than the usual
interview. Also included is her essay explaining her reasons for declining the National Medal for the
Arts. The work is inspired and inspiring.—Alicia Ostriker [S]o clear and clean and thorough. I learn
from her again and again.—Grace Paley
  politics is the art of possible: Art, Politics and Rancière Tina Chanter, 2017-12-14 Even
those who take themselves to be breaking from tradition-from the metaphysical tradition of
philosophy, from grand narratives, neoliberalism or Eurocentrism-can remain blindly attached to
them. Art, Politics and Rancière: Broken Perspectives provides an account of how works of art can,
but do not necessarily, interrupt dominant narratives. Inspired by Jacques Rancière, Tina Chanter
assumes his work as a starting point. She presents a rigorous and appreciative critique of Rancière's
story of aesthetics, paying close attention to gender and race. Along with the relationship between
the unconscious and the political, perception is a key theme throughout, used to address questions
such as 'How do some things become visible, while other things remain invisible?' 'What does it take
for something to be seen, and why do other things elude visibility?' Alongside illuminating
discussions of Rancière, Heidegger and Levinas are informed accounts of artists Ingrid Mwangi,
Phillip Noyce, Ingrid Pollard, and Gillian Wearing. Outlining the basis of a new political aesthetic,
Art, Politics and Rancière develops an original philosophical consideration that is sensitive to race
and gender, yet not reducible to these concerns.
  politics is the art of possible: The London Review of Politics, Society, Literature, Art, &
Science , 1863
  politics is the art of possible: Postmodernism, Politics and Art John Roberts, 1990 Met lit.
opg. Met reg. The author argues that the rupture of post-modernism with the critical culture of
modernism, realism and Marxism is in the ligt of the still determining power of many of the aims and
concerns of the modernist and realist projects. Also included is a description of the production,
distribution and criticism of the visual arts in Britain since the late 1970s and the rise of
Thatcherism.
  politics is the art of possible: Brecht On Art And Politics Bertolt Brecht, 2015-04-06 This



volume contains new translations to extend our image of one of the twentieth century's most
entertaining and thought provoking writers on culture, aesthetics and politics. Here are a
cross-section of Brecht's wide-ranging thoughts which offer us an extraordinary window onto the
concerns of a modern world in four decades of economic and political disorder. The book is designed
to give wider access to the experience of a dynamic intellect, radically engaged with social, political
and cultural processes. Each section begins with a short essay by the editors introducing and
summarising Brecht's thought in the relevant year.
  politics is the art of possible: Language, Culture, Art and Politics in the Changing
World Muhlise COŞGUN ÖGEYİK, Kutay UZUN, 2024-02-20 Life in the 21th century has already
been marked by a changing world in many aspects. The Internet has reached virtually the whole
world, neoliberal marketing policies have become more aggressive than ever and alternative
economies such as cryptocurrencies have emerged within the first quarter of this century. Adding to
the equation the ever-increasing population of the world and the much increased connectedness of
its residents, novel definitions of what have already been known have emerged, reflecting the
changing life in our time. The changes to life as observed in our century has also made it explicit
that the concepts we tend to define continually are far from being stable and static. Instead, the
current status of the world we live in prove time and again that those changes are instable, dynamic,
non-linear and coadaptive, signifying the difficulty of achieving predictability. In a world that is best
defined as dynamic and unpredictable, management becomes a key term for the harmony in life that
every person tends to strive for. Efficiency in managing harmony among people, cities, industries,
politics, education, arts, organizations or countries stands out as the utmost necessity regardless of
the context one might be in. Without the endeavor to manage efficiently, the harmony that we all
look for would become even more difficult to achieve. Such a harmony through efficient
management, perhaps naturally, necessitates the coadaptation of academic disciplines just as it does
the same in other fields in life. For this reason, multidisciplinary academic studies are now more
important than ever because the instable, non-linear and dynamic nature of life and its changes are
highly unlikely to be explained by a single discipline in isolation. The efficient management of the
planet earth undoubtedly requires the efficient coexistence of societies, industries, education,
politics and countries. All those structures forming human life in the world should coexist and
academic studies are no exception to ensure a proper, scientific understanding of the worldly
phenomena. In that respect, this book aims to present multidisciplinary perspectives in respect of
the management of the societies, politics, arts, industries, international relations and education. We
hope that the chapters within, distinguished works of the mentioned disciplines, will inform the
readers regarding the interplay among various branches of science and contribute to the knowledge
base of the world regarding language, culture, arts and politics in an ever-changing world.
  politics is the art of possible: The Routledge Companion to Art and Politics Randy Martin,
2015-02-11 The Routledge Companion to Art and Politics offers a thorough examination of the
complex relationship between art and politics, and the many forms and approaches the engagement
between them can take. The contributors - a diverse assembly of artists, activists, scholars from
around the world – discuss and demonstrate ways of making art and politics legible and salient in
the world. As such the 32 chapters in this volume reflect on performing and visual arts; music, film
and new media; as well as covering social practice, community-based work, conceptual,
interventionist and movement affiliated forms. The Companion is divided into four distinct parts:
Conceptual Cartographies Institutional Materialities Modalities of Practice Making Publics Randy
Martin has assembled a collection that ensures that readers will come away with a wider view of
what can count as art and politics; where they might find it; and how it moves in the world. The
diversity of perspectives is at once challenging and fortifying to those who might dismiss political art
on the one hand as not making sufficient difference and on the other to those embracing it but
seeking a means to elaborate the significance that it can make in the world. The Routledge
Companion to Art and Politics brings together a range of issues and approaches and encourages
critical and creative thinking about how art is produced, perceived, and received.
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