
politics as the art of the possible
politics as the art of the possible is a phrase that encapsulates the
pragmatic nature of political decision-making and governance. This concept
highlights the importance of compromise, negotiation, and realistic goal-
setting in the complex arena of politics. Understanding politics as the art
of the possible involves recognizing the constraints imposed by diverse
interests, institutional frameworks, and societal challenges. This article
explores the historical origins of the phrase, its practical implications in
modern politics, and how it shapes policy-making processes. Additionally, it
examines the role of negotiation and compromise, the challenges inherent in
political pragmatism, and the significance of balancing ideals with
achievable outcomes. The discussion provides a comprehensive view of how this
principle guides political actors in navigating the complexities of
governance and public administration.
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Historical Background of Politics as the Art of
the Possible
The phrase politics as the art of the possible is often attributed to Otto
von Bismarck, the 19th-century Prussian statesman, who emphasized the need
for pragmatic governance. Bismarck’s approach underscored the importance of
working within existing political constraints and seeking feasible solutions
rather than pursuing idealistic but unattainable goals. Historically, this
concept has been central to the evolution of modern political thought,
influencing leaders and policymakers worldwide. The idea reflects the
recognition that politics involves managing competing interests, limited
resources, and institutional limitations.

This pragmatic perspective contrasts with idealistic or revolutionary
approaches that prioritize radical change without regard to existing
conditions. Over time, the phrase has become a guiding principle for
diplomats, legislators, and executives who must balance ambition with
reality. It also serves as a reminder that successful politics requires
flexibility and adaptability in the face of complex social dynamics and power



structures.

Pragmatism in Political Decision-Making
Pragmatism plays a crucial role in political decision-making by encouraging
leaders to focus on achievable objectives and practical solutions. Politics
as the art of the possible demands an assessment of what can realistically be
accomplished given the political climate, public opinion, and institutional
frameworks. This approach often involves incremental progress rather than
sweeping reforms, prioritizing stability and consensus-building.

Political pragmatism requires an understanding of the limitations imposed by
legal systems, budgetary constraints, and international relations. Leaders
must weigh the potential benefits of policies against their feasibility and
the likelihood of successful implementation. This pragmatic mindset fosters a
culture of problem-solving aimed at effective governance and public service.

Key Elements of Pragmatic Politics

Realistic goal-setting based on current political and social conditions

Flexibility in policy formulation to accommodate changing circumstances

Emphasis on compromise and negotiation among diverse stakeholders

Incremental progress rather than radical or revolutionary change

Focus on practical outcomes that benefit the broader society

The Role of Negotiation and Compromise
Negotiation and compromise are fundamental mechanisms through which politics
as the art of the possible is realized. In a pluralistic society, diverse
interests and perspectives often conflict, making consensus difficult to
achieve without concessions. Political actors engage in dialogue and
bargaining to find common ground that advances collective goals while
respecting individual or group priorities.

Effective negotiation requires skills such as communication, empathy, and
strategic thinking. Compromise, while sometimes viewed negatively as a
dilution of principles, is essential for maintaining social cohesion and
functional governance. Through compromise, political entities can overcome
deadlock and implement policies that reflect a balance of interests.



Strategies for Successful Political Negotiation

Identifying shared goals and mutual benefits1.

Building trust and open communication channels2.

Prioritizing issues to focus on achievable agreements3.

Being willing to make concessions without sacrificing core values4.

Maintaining flexibility to adapt to new information and changing5.
dynamics

Challenges and Criticisms of Political
Pragmatism
While politics as the art of the possible promotes practical governance, it
also faces several challenges and criticisms. One common critique is that
excessive pragmatism can lead to moral compromise or the abandonment of
important ideals. Critics argue that prioritizing what is possible may result
in incrementalism that fails to address urgent or systemic problems
effectively.

Moreover, political pragmatism can sometimes mask power imbalances, where
dominant groups impose their version of what is possible at the expense of
marginalized voices. The complexity of modern governance also means that what
is considered possible can be influenced by short-term political calculations
rather than long-term public interest.

Despite these challenges, the concept remains a vital framework for
understanding the limitations and opportunities inherent in political
processes. It underscores the tension between idealism and realism that
defines much of political discourse.

Balancing Ideals with Realistic Outcomes
Successful politics as the art of the possible requires a careful balance
between holding onto core ideals and adapting to practical realities.
Political leaders and policymakers must navigate this balance to maintain
public trust and achieve meaningful progress. This balance involves setting
visionary goals while developing step-by-step plans that acknowledge
constraints.

Striking this balance often entails engaging with stakeholders, conducting
thorough policy analysis, and remaining open to revising strategies in
response to feedback and new developments. By doing so, political actors can
advance agendas that are both aspirational and attainable, fostering



sustainable governance and social stability.

Methods to Achieve Balance in Politics

Establishing clear priorities that reflect fundamental values

Implementing pilot programs to test innovative policies

Encouraging participatory decision-making to incorporate diverse
viewpoints

Monitoring and evaluating policy impacts to inform adjustments

Maintaining transparency to build accountability and public confidence

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 by compromising and negotiating among different interests, rather
than pursuing idealistic or absolute goals.

Who originally coined the phrase 'politics is the
art of the possible'?
The phrase is often attributed to Otto von Bismarck, the 19th-century
Prussian statesman, who described politics as the art of achieving what is
possible rather than what is ideal.

How does the concept of 'politics as the art of the
possible' apply to modern policymaking?
In modern policymaking, this concept encourages politicians to seek
consensus, make compromises, and prioritize realistic goals that can be
implemented effectively within existing constraints and political realities.

What are some criticisms of viewing politics solely
as the art of the possible?
Critics argue that focusing only on what is possible can lead to watered-down



policies, lack of visionary leadership, and acceptance of the status quo,
potentially ignoring moral principles or long-term goals.

How can politicians balance idealism with the art of
the possible?
Politicians can balance idealism with pragmatism by setting ambitious goals
while remaining flexible in their approach, being willing to compromise
without abandoning core values, and gradually working towards broader change
through achievable steps.

Additional Resources
1. The Art of the Possible: Political Negotiation and Compromise
This book explores the fundamental concept of politics as the art of the
possible, focusing on negotiation strategies and the importance of
compromise. It examines historical and contemporary political scenarios where
flexibility and pragmatism led to successful outcomes. Readers gain insights
into balancing ideals with practical constraints in political decision-
making.

2. Politics as the Art of the Possible: How Leaders Shape Reality
Delving into leadership dynamics, this title analyzes how political leaders
navigate complex environments to achieve feasible goals. It highlights case
studies of prominent figures who mastered the art of adapting their visions
to what could realistically be achieved. The book offers lessons on strategic
thinking and the importance of timing in politics.

3. Compromise and Consensus: The Heart of Political Success
Focusing on the mechanisms of compromise, this book argues that consensus-
building is essential for political stability and progress. It presents
examples from different political systems where finding common ground has
resolved conflicts and facilitated governance. The narrative emphasizes
empathy, communication, and flexibility as key political skills.

4. The Pragmatic Politician: Balancing Ideals and Realities
This work discusses the tension between ideological purity and pragmatic
governance, advocating for a balanced approach. It provides frameworks for
politicians to prioritize achievable objectives without abandoning core
values. Through anecdotes and theory, it encourages a results-oriented
mindset in political practice.

5. The Limits of Power: Understanding Political Constraints
Examining the boundaries within which politicians operate, this book sheds
light on institutional, social, and economic constraints that shape political
possibilities. It argues that recognizing and working within these limits is
crucial for effective leadership. The book offers tools for assessing the
feasibility of policy proposals.



6. Negotiation in Politics: Techniques for Achieving the Possible
This guide focuses on the art and science of political negotiation, detailing
techniques that help bridge divides and create workable solutions. It
includes practical advice for diplomats, legislators, and activists on
managing conflicts and fostering cooperation. Real-world examples illustrate
successful negotiation tactics.

7. From Vision to Reality: The Political Journey of the Possible
Tracing the process from visionary ideas to political implementation, this
book highlights the steps necessary to transform ambitions into achievable
policies. It examines the role of incrementalism and coalition-building in
making progress. Readers learn how to navigate setbacks and capitalize on
opportunities.

8. The Art of Political Compromise: Lessons from History
Through historical analysis, this book showcases moments when political
compromise led to significant societal advancements. It discusses the
conditions that enable or hinder compromise and the personalities involved.
The narrative underscores the enduring relevance of the art of the possible
in political life.

9. Realpolitik Revisited: Pragmatism in Modern Politics
This contemporary examination of realpolitik emphasizes pragmatic decision-
making in a complex global landscape. It critiques idealistic approaches and
advocates for adaptable strategies that acknowledge geopolitical realities.
The book offers insights into balancing ethical considerations with practical
necessities in policymaking.
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  politics as the art of the 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 as the art of the 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
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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 as the art of the possible: The Art of the Possible James Eayrs, 1961-12-15 This study,
admirable in the logic of its organization and in the freshness of its style, provides an absorbing
account of historical developments and current practices in the making of Canada's foreign policy. It
analyses carefully and vividly the way in which the prime minister and members of his cabinet,
members of the civil service, Parliament, and the military establishment have come together in
peace and war to discover the possible for Canada's relations with other countries.
  politics as the art of the possible: America and the Art of the Possible Christopher
Buskirk, 2023-01-10 Between 1920 and 1950, America saw an unprecedented expansion of wealth
and power underwritten by technological innovation, cultural confidence, and victory in war.
American elites won World War II, rebuilt the world order with America at its head, inaugurated the
jet age, and put a man on the moon. The boom led to a larger, richer middle class that confirmed
America’s best ideals. By the early 1970s, that ended. American elites have captured a
disproportionate share of the social and economic rewards over the last fifty years. Meanwhile, the
middle class has shrunk in size and has become economically insecure, owning a smaller share of
national wealth than at any time in the nation’s history. This has happened even while most
households have two income earners, versus the single-income households that characterized the
period of shared prosperity. At the same time, technological innovation that improves people’s
standard of living has dramatically slowed. These trends undermine the basic premise behind the
broad acceptance of a meritocratic elite, whose rule is predicated on the belief that if the best rise to
the top, their talent and energy will create a rising tide that lifts all boats. We had that once. We can
have it again.
  politics as the art of the possible: The Art of the Possible Kevern Verney, 2001 First
Published in 2002. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa company.
  politics as the art of the 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 as the art of the possible: The Art of Complicity in Martial and Statius Erik
Gunderson, 2021-08-05 The Art of Complicity in Martial and Statius examines the relationship
between politics and aesthetics in two poets from the reign of Domitian. Gunderson offers a



comprehensive overview of the Epigrams of Martial and the Siluae of Statius. The praise of power
found in these texts is not something forced upon these poems, nor is it a mere appendage to these
works. Instead, power and poetry as a pair are a fundamental dyad that can and should be traced
throughout the two collections. It is present even when the emperor himself is not the topic of
discussion. In Martial the portrait of power is constantly shifting. Poetic play takes up the topic of
political power and 'plays around with it'. The initial relatively sportive attitude darkens over time.
Late in the game we have ecstasies of humiliation. After Domitian dies the project tries to get back
to the old games, but it cannot. Statius' Siluae merge the lies one tells to power with the lies of
poetry more generally. Poetic mastery and political mastery cannot be dissociated. The glib, glitzy
poetry of contemporary life articulates a radical modernism that is self-authorizing, and so complicit
with a power whose structure it mirrors. What does it mean to praise praise poetry? To celebrate
celebrations? Gunderson's discussion opens and closes with a meditation upon the dangers of
complicit criticism and the seductions of a discourse of pure art in a world where the art is anything
but pure.
  politics as the art of the possible: The Art of Politics N Yanpothung Ezung, 2024-10-15
Politics is the set of activities that are associated with making decision in group or other forms of
power relation among the individuals. Politics is not merely about the power play but within the
scope it must ensure rights, duties, freedom, equality, liberty to its citizen. The nuance of politics
can be understood in the framework of different political ideologies, theories, and philosophies
fundamental to the growth of a society be it Realism, Utilitarianism, Communism, Conservatism
Fascism, Liberalism and even Laisser-fair and many more. Grooming an individual into the persona
of politician in these frameworks of politics is easier said then done. Beyond the learnings in the
school and college one need a rigorous disciplining in social fields of grassroot connection, public
speaking. Strategizing of action plan such as forming team work, organizing campaign, rightful use
of media platforms, winning public trust and confidence and most importantly the ability to manage
conflict, what may be called as troubleshooter. The landscape of the book The Art of Politics: A
Prelude provide rich insights to all these ideals who aspire to be successful in the spectrum of
politics and beyond. - Prof. Temjensosang, Dept. of Sociology, Nagaland University
  politics as the art of the 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 as the art of the possible: The Politics of the Possible Biorn Maybury-Lewis, 1994
Despite the repressive military dictatorship in Brazil from 1964 to 1985, rural workers' trade unions
flourished. This work examines how union leaders carved out a place for themselves in the political
order of the country, and how other progressive movements can succeed in comparable situation.
  politics as the art of the possible: The Politics of Recession Maurice Mullard, 2011-01-01 This



timely book utilizes the tools of politics, economics and public policy to explore the causes of the
recent global financial crisis, which, the author argues, can be explained as the absence of a public
interest perspective in policy making. Maurice Mullard points out that recessions are not collective
shared experiences. Recessions create winners and losers. Furthermore, recessions are not an
external event but reflect the outcomes of the policy process. The author looks beyond economic
explanations for the economic crisis, and instead points towards a structural explanation. He
explores the concept of social structures, the effects of the relationships between power and
influence, and the role of ideology and income inequalities as contributory factors. The commitment
to deregulated financial markets created an over the counter derivatives market worth some $640
trillion dollars compared to a global GDP worth $65 trillion dollars. The growth of derivatives
markets, the role of credit rating agencies, major shifts in policy making and growing income
inequalities are described as major factors explaining the present economic recession. The absence
of a public interest perspective, the breakdown of trust in institutions, policy makers' dependence on
financial contributions, the housing bubble, and the increased concentration of income have
distorted the democratic process. Thought provoking and stimulating, this book will provide a
fascinating study for students and academics with an interest in politics, economics, political
economy and public policy.
  politics as the art of the possible: Politics and the Art of Commemoration Katherine Hite,
2013-06-17 Memorials are proliferating throughout the globe. States recognize the political value of
memorials: memorials can convey national unity, a sense of overcoming violent legacies, a
commitment to political stability or the strengthening of democracy. Memorials represent fitful
negotiations between states and societies symbolically to right wrongs, to recognize loss, to assert
distinct historical narratives that are not dominant. This book explores relationships among art,
representation and politics through memorials to violent pasts in Spain and Latin America. Drawing
from curators, art historians, psychologists, political theorists, holocaust studies scholars, as well as
the voices of artists, activists, and families of murdered and disappeared loved ones, Politics and the
Art of Commemoration uses memorials as conceptual lenses into deep politics of conflict and as
suggestive arenas for imagining democratic praxis. Tracing deep histories of political struggle and
suggesting that today’s commemorative practices are innovating powerful forms of collective
political action, this work will be of great interest to students and scholars of international relations,
Latin American studies and memory studies.
  politics as the art of the possible: The Art of the Possible Edward Keenan, 2015 An
introduction to politics, and why we need them. Includes topics such as why we form societies, the
basic types of governments, the power of public opinion, methods of rhetoric, and the reasons why
politicians 'lie'.
  politics as the art of the possible: Kansas Library Bulletin Kansas State Library, Kansas.
Traveling Libraries Commission, 1969
  politics as the art of the possible: Encyclopedia of Politics Rodney P. Carlisle, 2005-03-17
Although the distinction between the politics of the left and the right is commonly assumed in the
media and in treatments of political science and history, the terms are used so loosely that the
student and the general reader are often confused: What exactly are the terms left and right
supposed to imply? This two-volume Encyclopedia of Politics: The Left and the Right contains over
450 articles on individuals, movements, political parties, and ideological principles, with those
usually thought of as left in the left-hand volume (Volume 1), and those considered on the right in
the right-hand volume (Volume 2).
  politics as the art of the possible: Baltic Democracy at the Crossroads Sten Berglund, 2003
Little more than a decade after the fall of communism, the Baltic States and Poland, alongside
several other Central European states, have been invited to join the European Union from 2004. The
speed of change has been breathtaking, surprising even the most optimistic voices. This volume
gives a comprehensive overview of the state of democracy around the eastern Baltic seaboard,
highlighting in particular the importance of elites in newly emerging democracies. This is the first



first volume to provide in-depth analysis of the rapidly changing political circumstances of the Baltic
countries, Poland, and Kaliningrad to a wide audience, covering the transformation from the
Soviet-style nomenklatura to competitive elites; changing political behavior; and the links between
citizens and elites. In addition, the book covers the interconnections between networks of elites,
including local elites. One chapter also analyzes the delicate issue of the detached Russian region of
Kaliningrad.
  politics as the art of the possible: Quadrant , 1996
  politics as the art of the possible: Politics of Crisis Mushtaq Ahmad, 1987
  politics as the art of the possible: The Art of Fiction Walter Besant, 1885
  politics as the art of the possible: Canadian Saturday Night , 1962
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