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We are living in a world with growing
complexities, and decreasing means and
tools to cope with these complex challeng-
es successfully. This observation will be chal-
lenged, probably, not by many observers.

But the reasons for governments, Interna-
tional Organizations, markets, and Civil Soci-
ety Organizations all failing to find and imple-
ment more efficient solutions are contested.

Classical answers look at diverging na-
tional interests of nation states, insufficient
capabilities of national leaders and deci-
sion makers, and information gaps. None
of these assumptions is convincing in a
word of weakened nation states and public
choice approaches to bureaucratic interests;
a diminished role of individual leaders due to
democratic checks and balances, and over-
loaded agendas; and an overflow of informa-
tion constituting a problem in itself.

Neo-classical explanations for subopti-
mal political solutions ion the level of nation
states are related to collective action prob-
lems, and to free-rider behaviour of govern-
ments. These suggestions deserve serious at-
tention. Still, they cannot explain why some
international organizations and regimes are
more efficient, than others.

Looking carefully at today’s problems
with addressing core political problems on
Waltz’s second (state) image, we have to de-
velop a fresh look onto these problems. The
following reflections are intended to provide
such a new perspective.

The end of politics that sounds dramatic,
and it is dramatic because politics, especial-
ly national politics, is pushing against ever
narrower boundaries. This is a disturbing re-
alization. It goes beyond the often discussed
weariness with politics, and it has little to do
with happily debated, more obvious ques-
tions concerning the suitability of the polit-
ical players.
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THE END OF POLITICS

It has to do, rather, with whether poli-
tics in the traditional sense can be organized
at all —and in the case that it cannot — with
how societal integration can then continue
to be achieved. The conclusion that politics
is structurally inadequate can be traced to a
cluster of six causes.

Let us first make a couple of preliminary
observations. One, politics is defined here as
strategic action. Not every decision, not every
tinkering intervention can be termed politics
in the strategic sense. In the [West German|
Republic, contested issues such as rearma-
ment and re-integration with the West, the
politics of detente, the so-called counter-ar-
mament, perhaps even the introduction of
the Euro were characterized by structural in-
tervention and mid- to long-term perspec-
tives. In contrast, the collapse of the GDR
was an event that called for swift reactions.
And the answers to the global financial crisis
given so far by the state have been, relatively
speaking, localized fire brigade actions to ex-
tinguish wide-area fires. These ad hoc reac-
tions were probably necessary to avert even
worse scenarios, but they certainly were not
planned, strategic measures, let alone an in-
dication of the “return of the state.”

A second preliminary remark: The dom-
inance enjoyed by the national states for the
last 2000 years or so, particularly since the
Peace of Westphalia in 1648, is waning. Glo-
balization has proven to be far more than a
slogan or catch-phrase. A global, border-dis-
solving capitalism in itself generates flows
that cross borders with relative ease and are
difficult to contain and control through state
action. This is true for financial and cap-
ital flows, as the crisis which broke out in
2008 has made more than clear, and it ap-
plies as well to flows of human beings, that
is, to migration. For example, the national
state which is still the strongest in the world
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relative to others, the USA, has serious dif-
ficulties in dealing with migration across its
southern border. In addition to financial and
human flows, we are inundated with flows
of content information from the Internet as
well as the currents of entertainment (mu-
sic, films, soaps, social networks). Here,
too, governments literally come up against
the limits of their control; this is true even of
China with its “great Firewall.” In short, pol-
itics no longer resemble strategic measures so
much as belated and often futile attempts to
extinguish raging fires, large and small.

The main issues concerning this evi-
dence of ever weaker politics can be grasped
in six arguments, which focus on the origins
of this disturbing phenomenon.

One: the challenges to national politics
become ever more complex, while policy mak-
ers react in an increasingly short-winded and
simplistic way. Inner, “outer” and transna-
tional influences on politics are difficult to
separate from one another. That makes tar-
geted action much harder than it was in
the “good times” of Adenauer, Schmidt
and Kohl, who are retrospectively so popu-
lar. Similarly, many political problems can
no longer be handled in a relatively focused
and sequenced manner. Instead they are
seized upon from outside (by the media) and
from within (by the party or campaign pre-
cinct) and addressed in rapid succession or
crammed together on the current agenda.
Politicians rarely trust themselves to set pri-
orities and stick with them. The result is that
there is no longer a purposeful blending of
the challenges to be worked through. Poli-
tics is stifled by an administrative overload.
Problems are patched up rather than solved.
Little time remains to think through funda-
mental issues, to examine options, and to re-
act strategically. Working through issues si-
multaneously and political multitasking lead
to half-baked measures with a short half-
life. One health policy reform may replace
the preceding one, but the core problems re-
main. The threat of collapse of a state budget
is postponed with billions from other, more
stable countries, but the fundamental prob-
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lem is not solved. Moreover, problems relat-
ed to individual factors (demographics, fam-
ilies, taxes, integration, migration, genetic
engineering) become ever more intertwined
and complex. Yet they are met with an insuf-
ficiently complex fiddling around in the po-
litical sector.

Two: Politics becomes ever more strongly
defined by irrelevant aspects: layers of media,
election cycles, and domestic political trends
of every sort. Since the introduction of the
so-called dual systems in radio and televi-
sion at the beginning of the 1980s, the sepa-
ration between news and information on one
side and entertainment on the other has been
lost. News programs today, including those
in public broadcasting, resemble MTV vid-
eo clips of twenty years ago. Info- and polit-
tainment formats are dominant. In my sem-
inars, recordings of political programs of a
previous era — Werner H fer’s “Fr hschop-
pen” and G nter Gaus’s “ZurSache” — elicit
a fascinated astonishment. But even the sem-
inars themselves must follow the suspense-
ful arc taken from more recent early evening
programming.

Many societal activities have long been
defined at levels beyond and across national
borders through the EU, the WTO, and the
aforementioned global flows. These are met
with a silent yet stark disinterest on the part
of citizens. It is still difficult to find attrac-
tive platforms and time slots for the classic
“foreign programming.” Foreign news bu-
reaus have been reduced through cost-cut-
ting measures, including the foreign offic-
es of the publicly funded broadcasters. In the
area of Infotainment the talk shows of Will,
Plasberg, Illner, Maischberger, Beckmann
“international topics” are hard to find be-
cause the sovereign viewer, the citizen, clicks
away from such programs. “Foreign poli-
tics” is hardly even a part of the politics with-
in the country. The people don’t understand
it and they also don’t want to hear about it
anymore: no longer cushioned or mitigated
through the “great narratives” of the Mod-
ernism or Socialism the complexity of the
news creates fear. The politicians, according-
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ly, avoid it. Does Frau Merkel no longer at-
tempt to explain the meaning of the mone-
tary union and of German aid? Yes, she does.
But the citizens no longer want to hear it.

Three: All subsystems of the postmodern
society are subject to acceleration, but the po-
litical system experiences it least of all. In oth-
er words, politics chases after the economic
and social problems ever more out of breath,
so to speak; the half-life of “reform” is ever
shorter. The new products of the capital mar-
ket, especially businesses concerned with the
future derivatives, futures, CDOs and short
sells and the profits connected with them, are
difficult for policy-makers to grasp and even
harder to contain effectively, particularly on
the national level.

As explanation gives way to sound bite
and the news becomes flashier, how should
complex interactions of the financial sector
be analyzed? In addition, there is the over-
load brought about by thousands of signals
to which members of the functional elite
are exposed every day: cell phones, tweets,
electronic news (breaking news), social net-
works, exchange markets, search machines,
countless advertising appeals, telephone and
even traditional visits and meetings. All of
that must somehow (the operative word is
indeed somehow) be ordered, sorted, chan-
neled or ignored. Processing it all is no lon-
ger possible.

Four: Representative democracies in par-
ticular (but not exclusively) get tangled up in
seemingly endless voting procedures. Numer-
ous formal and informal naysayers want to be
tied in, ever more actors make claims to par-
ticipation, and all involved parties are caught
up in a multilevel interplay that simultane-
ously demands national and supranational
negotiations. Political responses to strategic
challenges (the aging population, the final
crisis of the welfare state, deficiencies in the
education system, obstacles to integration,
threats to identity, the relative decline of the
USA, the relative ascent of China, the mo-
mentum of the EU, and so forth) either nev-
er materialize at all, or occur in mini-steps,
or with a very short-term effect.
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Politics in a representative system (and
in other systems as well) requires tedious vot-
ing, negotiations, integration. By the time a
decision is made, the original problem has
migrated or transformed itself elsewhere, or
opinions have changed and the formal reg-
ulatory mechanisms are no longer effective
(Stuttgart 21 is one example).

It often seems as if the desired demo-
cratic-theoretical enlightened discourse has
been replaced by endless chatter, which as a
rule is inadequately informed and too sim-
plistic, but still manages to block or water
down strategic political decisions. Added to
that, in Germany especially, are not only a
multitude of elections but also many election
dates. Sixteen state elections, a Bundestag
and Europe-wide election each and sever-
al important local elections keep politicians
in a permanent condition of decision-inhib-
iting election stress. The media do their part
too, as they too often raise banal personali-
ties and regional topics to the federal level or
stage polls everywhere over supposedly fun-
damental issues.

Five: there are blocks to learning that are
difficult to overcome. That applies not on-
ly to political figures, of course, but for them
it does seem to be especially consequential.
The emerging and exceedingly fruitful vi-
sion between social sciences and life scienc-
es is especially illuminating here. Evolution-
ary biology and neurophysiology point to
conditions of social and political actions that
are not conducive to learning. The findings
concerning cognitive consistency indicate
that individuals unconsciously admit, above
all, the signals and information that confirm
their existing positions and beliefs. Contrary
signals are unsettling and are unconscious-
ly filtered out this is not a good precondi-
tion for the learning process. So learning of-
ten takes place under conditions of external
shock (such as that brought about by Hiro-
shima, Chernobyl, Lehmann Brothers, etc.).
That is a costly form of learning, one that we
can afford only to a limited degree.

Six: politics is noticeably in a survival
mode rather than addressing itself to the solu-
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tion of structural problems. Perhaps the most
dramatic example of this is the structural
debt burden of many nations by no means re-
stricted to the so-called underdeveloped na-
tions, rather now including the core of the
OECD countries. The USA is so indebted,
nationally and internationally, that they are
hamstrung in their ability to negotiate with-
in and across borders. Therefore the coun-
try that has up to now been the major world
power is no longer able to play a hegemon-
ic role. The obvious solution for any impar-
tial observer, a solution that has been direct-
ly demanded by the Chinese government in
an unfriendly way, consists of “living within
one’s own means” that is, to carry out mas-
sive austerity programs. However, in a repre-
sentative democracy that is not possible elec-
tions will be lost, and each new government
will avoid the same hard decisions and cuts,
and on the same grounds, as those previous-
ly in power. Thus politics stands still, and the
debt burden increases. The same effect can
now be observed in Europe (as well as in Is-
rael). In Ireland and Portugal, governments
were ousted as austerity measures that could
not achieve consensus domestically were im-
posed from outside; Spain and Greece can
be expected to follow this pattern, sooner
or later. The austerity programs required to
achieve political stability would change the
core of the welfare state model that has been
developed over decades but which is no lon-
ger capable of winning majority support, and
thereby in a democracy, is no longer politi-
cally feasible.

As we observe this cluster of issues or
trends in the global picture, it is not so sur-
prising that democratic politics has a struc-
tural performance problem. Democratic
politics comes up against its limitations, and
indeed we are thus approaching the “end of
politics.” It is also not easy to see how this
trajectory can be changed, particularly in the
framework of the traditional nation state.

Thus for better or worse, we must deal
with the question of what, then, is to be done.
If politics cannot satisfactorily meet the still
high, although decreasing expectations of
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the electorate, then perhaps the expectations
must change, that is, they must be scaled
down. These questions of what to do should
not be confused with a neoliberal program,
which largely remains arrested in politics in
a negative sense and which overestimates the
capacity of markets. Perhaps politics now, af-
ter 2000 years as well as political science must
make a stronger endeavor toward very differ-
ent concepts.

In any case in the area of inter- and
transnational relations, politics is subject to
a fundamentally new order, a new cartogra-
phy of political action that is compatible with
global flows. Something similar is occurring
in other political fields.

The problem is grounded in the mod-
ern idea, actually owed to the Renaissance,
that humans are in a central role with regard
to their destiny. For over 500 years, this role
has been dynamically and inventively shaped
and used. Modernity has been overwhelming-
ly a success story. But politics has thereby also
approached an engineering-technical vision.
That we have for a short time (since the “dia-
lectic of the Enlightenment”), however, been
able not only to sense, but also to know, that
human action is structurally contingent, today
(in the “society of risk”) more than ever, the
engineering concept has lost some of its luster.
Other concepts may now be considered — the
moderation of societal subsystems and trans-
national currents through politics, or the nav-
igation of trends and currents — that at their
core cannot be directly influenced. That pre-
sumes the readiness and capacity to bear con-
tinuing disorganization (it will persist) and
to get by without a great, plausible narrative
(it will no longer be provided).

There are no simple solutions. Better
counsel never hurts but is restricted by the
aforementioned conditions. The expecta-
tions for salvation of the civil society will be
effective, if at all, only to a limited degree
there is no superior solution waiting to be ap-
plied here. Problems of legitimacy also en-
ter into the picture. Shifting responsibility to
other levels appears more promising some to
the cities (which in actuality is already hap-
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pening—not nations but cities have become
the nodes of flows), or to the often unjustly
derided and despised European Union.
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The debate over the “end of politics” will
tolerate no delay. It will be uncomfortable,
but it is unavoidable.
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