
politics is an art of possible

politics is an art of possible is a phrase famously attributed to British statesman Otto
von Bismarck, encapsulating the pragmatic nature of political decision-making. This
concept highlights that politics often involves compromise, negotiation, and the pursuit of
achievable goals rather than idealistic or absolute outcomes. Understanding politics as an
art of possible provides insight into how leaders and governments navigate competing
interests, societal demands, and limited resources to create workable policies. In this
article, the historical origins, practical applications, and philosophical implications of the
idea that politics is an art of possible will be explored. Additionally, the role of compromise
and negotiation, challenges faced in political processes, and the relevance of this concept
in contemporary governance will be discussed in detail. By examining these aspects,
readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why politics is fundamentally about
balancing ideals with reality.
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Historical Origins of the Phrase "Politics is an Art
of Possible"
The phrase "politics is an art of possible" is most commonly attributed to Otto von
Bismarck, the 19th-century German Chancellor who played a pivotal role in the unification
of Germany. Bismarck's political career was marked by pragmatic decision-making
focused on achieving practical outcomes rather than ideological purity. This phrase
reflects his belief that effective governance involves working within constraints and
making strategic choices based on what can realistically be accomplished.

Bismarck’s Political Philosophy
Bismarck’s approach to politics was grounded in Realpolitik, a system of politics based on
practical objectives rather than moral or ideological considerations. He prioritized power
balance, diplomacy, and calculated compromises to advance national interests. His famous
dictum captures the essence of Realpolitik by emphasizing that politics is fundamentally
about navigating realities.



Evolution of the Phrase in Political Thought
Over time, the expression has been embraced by political theorists and practitioners
worldwide to articulate the necessity of pragmatism in governance. It has become a
foundational concept in understanding political strategies that prioritize feasible outcomes
over unattainable ideals.

The Practical Meaning of Politics as an Art of
Possible
At its core, the idea that politics is an art of possible underscores the importance of
flexibility and adaptability in political processes. It acknowledges that political actors must
work with existing constraints such as institutional structures, public opinion, and
competing interests to achieve progress.

Balancing Ideals with Reality
Political leaders often face the challenge of reconciling their vision with practical
limitations. The art of possible requires them to identify solutions that, while perhaps
imperfect, are acceptable to a majority and capable of implementation. This balance is
essential for stability and effective governance.

Decision-Making Under Constraints
Politics involves making decisions in environments characterized by uncertainty, limited
resources, and diverse stakeholders. Recognizing what is possible helps avoid paralysis
and enables incremental progress, which is often more sustainable than radical change.

The Role of Compromise and Negotiation in
Politics
Compromise and negotiation are central to the art of possible in politics. They facilitate
consensus-building and allow different political actors to find common ground despite
divergent interests.

Importance of Compromise
Compromise entails mutual concessions by parties to reach an agreement acceptable to all
involved. It is essential in pluralistic societies where diverse viewpoints must coexist
within the political framework.

Negotiation as a Political Tool
Negotiation is the process through which political actors communicate, propose, and
adjust positions to achieve shared objectives. Effective negotiation skills are indispensable



for leaders seeking to implement policies and maintain political stability.

Enables conflict resolution

Builds political alliances

Facilitates policy implementation

Enhances democratic participation

Challenges in Applying the Art of Possible in
Modern Politics
While politics as an art of possible remains a guiding principle, modern political
environments present unique challenges that complicate its application. Factors such as
polarization, media influence, and global interconnectedness intensify these difficulties.

Political Polarization
Increasing ideological divides make compromise more difficult, as parties and interest
groups often adopt rigid stances. This environment undermines the flexibility necessary
for the art of possible to function effectively.

Media and Public Opinion
The rapid dissemination of information and the role of social media can pressure
politicians to prioritize short-term popularity over pragmatic solutions. This dynamic
challenges the pursuit of achievable political outcomes.

Globalization and Complexity
Modern governance is complicated by international relations and transnational issues
such as climate change and economic interdependence. These factors require multilateral
negotiation and adaptability, expanding the scope of what politics must accommodate.

Contemporary Examples Demonstrating Politics
as an Art of Possible
Real-world instances illustrate how the principle that politics is an art of possible operates
in contemporary governance. These examples highlight the strategic compromises and
negotiations that shape policy and political outcomes.



Legislative Compromises in Government
In democratic legislatures, passing laws often requires bipartisan cooperation and
concessions. Examples include budget negotiations where opposing parties agree on
spending levels that reflect shared priorities despite differing agendas.

Diplomatic Agreements
International treaties and agreements, such as climate accords or trade deals, exemplify
politics as an art of possible by balancing national interests with global cooperation. These
agreements often represent the best attainable compromises among diverse stakeholders.

Coalition Governments
In parliamentary systems, coalition governments are formed through negotiation among
multiple parties. These coalitions must find common ground on policy issues, illustrating
the practical necessity of compromise and flexibility.

Identify shared goals among coalition partners1.

Negotiate policy priorities and ministerial roles2.

Develop consensus-driven legislative agendas3.

Maintain ongoing dialogue to manage conflicts4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is the art of the possible'
mean?
The phrase means that politics involves finding practical solutions and compromises that
can realistically be achieved, rather than pursuing idealistic or unattainable 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 German statesman,
who emphasized pragmatic decision-making in politics.

How does 'politics is the art of the possible' relate to
policymaking?
It highlights that policymakers must work within constraints such as public opinion,



resources, and political opposition, seeking feasible policies rather than perfect ones.

Can 'politics is the art of the possible' justify
compromises in political negotiations?
Yes, it suggests that compromise is essential in politics to achieve workable agreements
and progress, even if the outcomes are not ideal for all parties involved.

What are the criticisms of viewing politics solely as 'the
art of the possible'?
Critics argue that focusing only on what is possible can lead to short-term thinking, lack of
visionary leadership, and acceptance of suboptimal solutions instead of striving for
meaningful change.

How does 'politics is the art of the possible' influence
democratic governance?
It encourages elected officials to balance diverse interests and perspectives, negotiating
and adapting to achieve policies that reflect the best achievable outcomes within a
pluralistic society.

Additional Resources
1. The Art of the Possible: Political Innovation and Pragmatism
This book explores how political leaders balance ideals with practical constraints to
achieve meaningful progress. It delves into case studies where compromise and
negotiation led to successful policy outcomes. Readers gain insight into the delicate dance
of power, persuasion, and pragmatism in governance.

2. Politics as the Art of Compromise
Focusing on the essential nature of compromise in politics, this book examines historical
and contemporary examples of how opposing factions find common ground. It highlights
the skills necessary for negotiation, coalition-building, and conflict resolution. The author
argues that compromise is not weakness but a strategic tool for sustainable governance.

3. The Possible and the Practical: Navigating Political Realities
This title addresses the tension between political ideals and real-world limitations.
Through analysis of political systems and leadership styles, it shows how flexibility and
adaptability are crucial for political success. The book offers guidance for politicians and
activists striving to turn visionary ideas into actionable policies.

4. Mastering the Art of Political Negotiation
A comprehensive guide to the techniques and psychology behind effective political
negotiation. The book covers topics such as communication strategies, power dynamics,
and emotional intelligence. It provides readers with practical tools to influence decision-
making and build lasting political alliances.



5. The Politics of Possibility: Creating Change in Complex Systems
This book looks at how change can be fostered within entrenched political systems
through innovation and strategic thinking. It combines political theory with real-world
examples to show how leaders can expand the realm of what is possible. The author
emphasizes creativity and resilience as key ingredients for political transformation.

6. The Art of Political Strategy: From Vision to Victory
Focusing on the strategic dimensions of political campaigns and governance, this book
outlines how visionaries turn their ideas into winning strategies. It includes insights on
messaging, coalition-building, and timing. Readers learn how to navigate the
unpredictable terrain of politics to achieve their goals.

7. Pragmatism in Politics: The Balance Between Ideals and Reality
This title explores the role of pragmatism as a guiding principle in political decision-
making. It discusses the challenges leaders face when ideals conflict with practical
concerns and how successful politicians manage this balance. The book provides examples
from diverse political contexts to illustrate its themes.

8. The Dynamics of Political Possibility
An analytical look at the forces that open or close windows of opportunity in politics. The
author examines how social movements, economic factors, and institutional structures
influence what political actors can achieve. The book offers a framework for
understanding how to capitalize on moments of political possibility.

9. Politics as an Art: Lessons in Leadership and Influence
This work treats politics as a creative and strategic art form. It draws lessons from
historical leaders known for their skillful navigation of political challenges. Through these
examples, readers gain an appreciation for the nuanced tactics and emotional intelligence
required to lead effectively.
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