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 Nowadays, politics is only one voice among 

many in the concert of social self-organization. Its 

function is to articulate the differentiated systems 

of our societies: it encourages their self-restraint, 

while at the same time restraining itself. 

Such a conception obviously threatens the primacy 

of the nation-state. While it is not necessarily  

disappearing, it must nevertheless cease to be 

thought of as a dominant principle of organization, 

and must assume its place in a system of regulation 

that proceeds on several levels. Distant from the 

anarchist or Marxist theories that herald the end 

of the state as it is from libertarian theories of the 

minimal state, the book illustrates that it is possible 

in the contemporary period to go beyond the  

alternatives of dirigisme and neoliberal spontaneity.

However, such a transformation can only prove  

effective through two conditions: we must first 

reject the enduring opposition between Right and 

Left, and second, we must invent an anti-state  

social democracy that is able in its own right to 

glean the most it can out of the liberal legacy.

This book combines philosophical technicality, 

clarity and elegance of writing in an attempt to 

provide politics with meaning again, particularly 

in an era where discourse about its powerlessness 

abounds.
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To my son Javier, in hopes that he won’t believe  
those who consider politics an unworthy endeavor,  

and that he won’t contribute to proving them right, either.
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INTRODUCTION 

Politics Otherwise 

Dissatisfaction with politics is nothing new, but its causes have va-
ried from one time to another. Our common history could be written by 
outlining the changing motives for this dissatisfaction. The measly 
credit granted to politicians by their citizens has hardly changed, even if 
the causes of their scorn have varied quite a bit. If we were to take 
inventory of the general protest currently circulating, we might be 
surprised to find out that its content has changed drastically in recent 
years. Just a little while ago, we used to condemn the abuse of power, 
but today we deplore the powerlessness of the supposedly powerful. 
This malaise does not stem from the all-powerful heads of state, but is 
rather caused by powerless politicians that cannot manage to clarify 
their ideas, and who recite the same old conventional speech on a drably 
lit stage. 

The current cause for discrediting politics is not authoritarianism but 
rather the distance that lies between what is done and what ought to be 
done, the gap between words and actions, and the hasty conclusion that 
it is impossible to do otherwise. The most damaging factor in politics 
can be located in its confusion and powerlessness. Quite simply, we 
could say that politics has never been so powerless. It is also worrisome 
to note that its ability to transform society has never been so weak, if we 
were to measure it by its own ambition and by the role we assign to it. 
The danger looming over politics today is not so much violence or 
chaos, but rather the powerlessness that lies in monotonous stagecraft. 

This weariness with politics is not a sign of disinterest for the public 
good, but is due to the fact that citizens have lost hope in the capacity 
for traditional politics to take action. Whereas political duties have 
changed radically in the last quarter of the 20th century, the discourse, 
the style and the way politicians act have remained more or less the 
same. Politics appears now to be a fortuitous mix of deferments, admin-
istrative management and tactical calculations. 

With its abstract and conventional style, political language is the first 
to witness this insignificance. We only hear about levels, factors, issues 
and indices and we are losing interest in politics, leaving the field open 
to dangerous simplifications. Many concepts we continue to use have 
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decayed and we find it difficult to invent new categories in order to 
better understand social reality. This theoretical deprivation makes us 
feel as though we are living in an unfamiliar society whose reality is 
evolving faster than our political vocabulary, which seems to always be 
one era behind. Virtually all political and social dictionaries are outdated 
and yet their concepts are still commonly used. A large part of our 
discourse is based on moribund, unsuitable language. The same verbal 
edifices hide a drastically transformed reality. We are like someone 
searching in vain for the end of a rainbow or someone trying to live off 
of a pension dried up long ago. 

However, language is not the only thing that needs changing. In the 
political transformation that these new circumstances require, the es-
sence lies in determining what we require from politicians. As long as 
the particular functions of politics have not been clearly formulated, 
politics will remain what it is today: a strange mixture of incompetence 
and craftiness. The question lies in knowing what to expect from poli-
tics, how to get something from it that no other social function can 
provide. The lack of a clear answer to this question most likely explains 
political meddling on the part of entrepreneurs, judges and journalists 
who are driven by a simplistic demagogy which scorns the incompe-
tence of the political class, when they are actually scorning the very 
requirements of democratic life.  

This populist simplification highlights an underlying problem that 
politics must resolve. If politics were merely to understand this pheno-
menon as an unjustified interference, it would be ignoring an opportuni-
ty to clearly define its responsibilities. It would be failing to establish 
the reasons why it would not be justifiable to apply economic, judicial 
or communication methods to it. It would not be impossible then to 
imagine it carrying on working like this, minding its own business 
without bothering anyone, simply because of the insignificance of its 
services for other systems, to the point where we would have to wonder 
where exactly its role lies within society, and if this role could not be 
carried out, perhaps even more professionally, by other systems. Such 
an insufficiency of politics would benefit the various populisms which, 
in order to solve political problems, would bring forward those supposed 
to have proven to reliably solve other types of problems, in economics 
or judiciary domains for example, or who are leaders in the world of 
communication. The political ambitions of entrepreneurs, judges and 
journalists rely on the incompetence of politicians and on the satisfac-
tion that simplistic messages are received in a world overwhelmed by 
complexity. 

If this is the way things are, it is not surprising that there has been for 
quite some time a prevalent rhetoric of inaugural discourse which masks 
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a real perplexity in the field of political science. Proclamations of histor-
ical ruptures, the welcome rituals for new theories, or the solemn fare-
wells to unusable concepts are not devoid of interest, but they also show 
that we no longer really know what is happening. It is easy enough to 
notice that something no longer works, but it gets more complicated 
when we have to decide how to replace it. As far as politics goes, there 
is nothing very serious in all this because of the fact that politics only 
deals with the roughest knowledge we have at our disposal – except that 
we cannot do without it (as is the case with other things that trouble us, 
but are less necessary) or we could do without it by paying its full 
consequences.  

To a great extent, this dismay depends on the fact that political 
events are much more interesting than the concepts with which we use 
to interpret them. As Xavier Rubert de Ventós puts it, “there are more 
things and experiences than organized discourses where we arrange and 
neutralize them”. Lamenting on the poor functioning of politics is 
understandable enough: this is a very difficult art where, more than 
anywhere else, we have to manage uncertainty, where we deal only with 
probable and contingent events, all while only having limited time and 
information. And this difficulty is even more sensitive when politics 
does not give itself over to a simplification of traditional ideologies 
which has made society a manageable and predictable object. 

We are in an era of transformation and neither optimists nor pessim-
ists can predict how it will turn out – whether politics will be revitalized 
or if its degraded form will become the norm. In the current situation of 
a complexity that defies understanding, when everything that happens 
seems to have a dynamic that runs up against the possibilities of an 
action of those in power, the question lies in knowing if it is even possi-
ble to find a modern equivalent of what politics used to be long ago. The 
question that Hannah Arendt asked fifty years ago, “Is politics still 
relevant?” is still very much pertinent today. 

The main function of politics is to produce and distribute the collec-
tive goods necessary for a society’s development. For that purpose, it is 
necessary to make a series of decisions within a limited time, on the 
basis of feeble information and with restricted means, all this in an 
extraordinarily complex environment that new social conditions do 
nothing but complicate further. The competence of the politician lies in 
this particular ability to make collective decisions in a highly complex 
environment. Politics is a realm where we innovate, not just manage. 
And this creativity is closely related to the development of a language 
capable of dealing with innovation. In this light, we might try to find a 
new way of distinguishing Left from Right, and progress from tradition. 
Being progressive means being able to discover new problems, to name 
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them and to deal with them; being conservative means masking difficul-
ties and one’s own perplexity behind undeniable certainties. Progressive 
politics emphasizes the sensitive issues that mental idleness tries to 
ignore for fear of having to reevaluate its comfortable patterns, its usual 
practices and what little attention it pays to changes. The real political 
dividing line passes between those who only find reasons confirming 
what they already know, and those who tolerate uncertainty. New 
situations remind politics that before each reform, it must ask itself 
whether it is facing easily solvable problems or rather if it has to do with 
sweeping historical transformations that require new ways of thinking. 
Innovation has always stemmed from the point where someone won-
dered if what we have held as true up until now could be applied to a 
new reality. Those who are capable of thinking about change as an 
opportunity understand that the erosion of certain hard and narrow 
traditional concepts presents an opportunity to reinvent politics. 

Politics primarily consists of having an overall idea of society and of 
thinking about the compatibility of the elements at stake. For this it is 
necessary to have comprehensive representation (or to imagine it by 
proceeding more or less blindly and tentatively or by assuming risks, as 
is usually the case). Circumstances have complicated matters, for it is 
quite difficult to arrive at such a total comprehension in a society that is 
more opaque from here on out, which has seen a considerable diversifi-
cation of levels of government, social actors, of fields of activity, of 
contradictory demands (economical, political, cultural, security, envi-
ronmental), of domains relevant to political decision-making, of the 
effects of each intervention, etc. Even if some may veil their confusion 
behind simplifying rhetoric, we can no longer solve problems by search-
ing for culprits, for these problems are caused neither by the ill will of 
an elite minority conspiring in the shadows, nor by the perversity of the 
dominant class, nor by the faulty ignorance of those who govern over 
us. All these collective agents suffer from nearsightedness. There are 
numerous reasons that lead us to think that it is particularly difficult to 
construct an intelligent and intelligible social order. 

If this is the case, it is not surprising that the quickest social evolu-
tion coincides with a more or less total disinterest for attempts at inno-
vative transformation. When the change is too drastic, citizens refuse to 
budge and they flee from experimentation. One of the most disappoint-
ing features of our political practice is precisely this almost ritual stag-
nation, the fear that stems from any attempt to escape from conventional 
formulas that have always worked until now, hence these tendencies 
toward technocracy, routine and immobility. It is striking to see how 
innovative financial, technological, scientific and cultural sets inhabit 
the same sphere as apathetic and marginalized politics (Vallespín 2000, 


