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Four Times of Politics: 
Policy, Polity, Politicking, 

and Politicization

Kari Palonen*

T h ere  is ju s t one  noun  correspond ing  to the adjective political in 
F rench, G erm an, Swedish, Finnish and so on, while the English 
language has three: policy, polity, and politics. H ere, I shall take the 
tripartite  division o f the English polit-vocabulary as a point o f 
d ep a rtu re  for re th ink ing  politics in a "dc-ccntering” m ode. T he 
English vocabulary provides us with a glim pse into the linguistic 
possibilities for the form ation o f d ifferent perspectives from  which 
to  conceptualize politics.

i have m odified the tripartite  division by taking in to  account 
two linguistic novelties, politicking and  politicization.1 My in tention  is 
to take each o f these nouns as an allusion to four aspects o f  con­
ceptualizing politics, in  ad d ition , two d ifferen t concepts o f poli­
tics— namely, politics-as-sphere and  politics-as-activity, have been 
com m only used since the n ine teen th  century, the first indicating a 
spatial and the second a tem poral m ode o f conceptualizing. H ere, 
1 am exclusively interested in the concept of politics-as-activity, and, 
consequently, 1 will search for the tem poral opportun ities presen t 
in the four polit-nouns.

In this conceptual horiz.on, policy refers to the regulating aspect 
o f politics, politicking alludes to a perform ative aspect, polity implies 
a m etaphorical space with specific possibilities and  limits, while 
politicization marks an open ing  o f som ething as political, as “play­
ab le .” Policy-politicking and  polity-politicization form  two concep­
tual pairs. In the sphere-concept, the core o f politics is occupied by 
the borders and regulations o f the polity-policy space, whereas in 
the activity-concept politics is constituted by the “verbal” figures o f 
politicization and  politicking.

•Social Sciences and Philosophy/Political Science, P.O.B. 35, MaB, FIN 40014 Uni­
versity of Jyväskylä, Finland, kpalonen©cc.jyu.fi
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I will sp ecu la te  h e re  on th e  c o n c ep tu a l possib ilities o f  th is 
vocabulary. To co n sid er th e  tim es o f  po litics is to co n cep tu a lize  th e  
c o n tin g e n t, flu id  a n d  d isorderly , an d  to  d o  so in a m a n n e r  th a t 
d o es n o t a priori re d u c e  th e  co n tin g en cy  o f  po litics th ro u g h  th e  
very act o f  concep tualiz ing . H ere , tim e constitu tes th e  very activity 
o f politics: It is a m ed ium  th ro u g h  w hich to  re n d e r  a flu id  activity 
in te llig ib le  as politics.

Politics as Activity: A Weberian Perspective

Politics is b o th  a tim e-consum ing  a n d  a tim e-playing activity. We 
can  th u s  d is tin g u ish  two m odes o f  p laying with tim e in  po litics, 
nam ely  th e  b ac k g ro u n d  tim e (tim e in  po litics) a n d  th e  op era tiv e  
tim e (tim e o f  po litics), o r  p layground-tim e an d  p laym cdium -tim e. 
I will a t te m p t to  rea d  th e  tem p o ra l p re su p p o sitio n s  a n d  im p lica­
tions o f  po litics as activity, d e p a r tin g  from  th e  n o m in a lis tic  p e r­
spective, as expressed  in Max W eber's fam ous fo rm ulas o n  politics, 
pow er, an d  strugg le . In o th e r  w ords, 1 w ant to  c o n tin u e  W eber’s 
c o n c ep tu a liza tio n  o f po litics by p rog ram m atica lly  ex p lica tin g  the  
tem p o ra l d im en sio n  o f  th e  concep t.

L et m e beg in  w ith W eber’s m ain  p roposa l fo r th e  u n d e rs ta n d ­
ing o f  politics in  Politik als Berufa, in a lo n g e r an d  sh o r te r  version:

'Politik’ wurde fur uns also heiBen: Streben nach Machtanteil
oder nach Beeinflussung der Machtverteilung . . .

9
Wer Politik treibt, erstrebt Macht.

T h e  verbal expressions Streben, Erstreben, an d  Treiben re fe r  to  a 
tem pora l activity. Politics is o rien ted  tow ard ch an g in g  th e  existing  
state o f affairs. T h e  tem porality  o f  politics is a  negative finality, an 
activity o f  g e ttin g  rid  o f  th a t w hich is. As an  activity, po litics has no  
substan tive o r  p u rposes "above” itself. This is the  p ro p e r  te m p o ra l­
ity o f  d o in g , o r ie n te d  tow ard  ch a n g e  b u t n o t in an  a lready  d e te r ­
m in ed  d irec tio n .

W ith his b r ie f  fo rm ula, W eber insists th a t striving for pow er 
(Macht) is a necessary  co n d itio n  for acting  politically. Power is a 
medium o f  politics, th ro u g h , and only th ro u g h  which o n e  can act 
politically. H e w ho does n o t strive for pow er is doom ed  to  powerless- 
ness ( Ohnmacht) an d  inactivity. Power expresses the openness o f  pol­
itics as striving, an d  striving for new pow er shares leads to th e  nex t 
decision  o n e  m ust take: w hat to do  with these shares. In  o rd e r  to 
und erstan d  this belter, let us exam ine W eber’s fam ous pow er-form ula 
in  Wirtschafl und  Gesellschaft.



RE-THINKING POLITICS -  Essays from a quarter-century 

Four Times o f Politics: Policy, Polity, Politicking and Politicization

57

Macht bcdeutet jede Chance, innerhalb einer sozialen Beziehung, 
den eigenen Willen auch gegen Widerstrebcn durchzuseizen, 
gleichvicl worauf die Chance beruht.3

As with all the concepts in the W eberian vocabulary o f  hum an 
actions and  relationships, pow er is a eAanre-concept. As such, it 
expresses the contingent character o f politics-as-activity, it is “only" 
a possibility, an occasion, o r an opportun ity  to do  som ething. It 
opens a horizon o f action, bu t does n o t specify how to act within 
this horizon. In a tem poral perspective, chances refer to possibili­
ties that are p resen t and “rea l” in the experience o f the persons 
acting politically, while the “realized reality" is for political agents a 
con tingen t result o f past political struggles.

“Power," in Weber's nominalistic view of politics, consists only of 
the "shares” (MachtanteiU) and their distribution (Machtverteilung). 
T h e  G erm an concep t o f  Anteil—as opposed  to Aktie—refers to an 
egalitarian enterprise, in which every agent has some Anteile. With 
his concep tion , Weber gives every political agen t some shares of 
power—w ithout which he  or she could not act politically. Nobody 
who “strives for pow er” is entirely  powerless, n o r are those who 
resist this striving om nipotent, but ra ther “power" is a relative m at­
ter o f the “distribution o f shares."

A lthough there  can be some paradigm atic sources o f  power, 
th e re  is no obstacle to tu rn in g  anything into a power share. The 
lack o f conventional resources o f power, and even the recourse to 
the sh eer existence of agents, can in p rincip le  be tu rn ed  into a 
pow er share. W hen politics concerns power, it concerns the rela­
tionships between d ifferen t types o f power shares, d ifferent m an­
ners o f  d istribu tion  betw een them , as well as the relationship  
between the same types o f power shares.

W eber’s power-formula also indicates a limit-situation. "To real­
ize o n e ’s own will" refers namely to a situation in which neither the 
agen t n o r the “patien t" has any chances left. T he la tter has been 
excluded from agency, played ou t o f politics, bu t the agen t’s will is 
also tu rned  in to  an existing “fact” and as such can no longer be an 
ob ject o f h e r strivings. W eber's view o f pow er as a chance thus 
excludes a com plete realization o f  the “will.” In this sense, the fig­
u re  o f  in ten tional resistance (Widerstreben) to the a ttem pted  real­
ization o f a will also marks the difference between hum an agents’ 
resistance and m echanical obstacles to the realization o f the “will.” 

In the W eberian perspective, any chance is tem porary, arising 
only on specific occasions an d  having only a lim ited duration . 
T im e is also som ething th a t can be tu rn ed  in to  a chance, in to  a 
share  o f  power in a relationship  with o ther agents. Time as source 
o f  power m eans the disposable time of the political agent, which
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allows her a certain tem poral sovereignty as a “player." In addition 
to these “absolute" power chances, which are available through dis­
posable time, we can speak o f “relative" power chances, which are 
related to the com parative ability of the  players, using time as a 
resource. Even when time is scarce and the m argins for its use as a 
background factor o f action are small, the differences in the com ­
petence o f  using tim e may gain significance, and  playing with the 
m argins o f tem porality can be tu rned  into a decisive instance in a 
political struggle.

T he political dim ension o f the contingency of Chanren not only 
refers to the formal possibility o f hasing acted otherwise but also to 
the presence of plural agents conflicting in their strivings for power. 
Politics as Streben is som ething unpredictable in terms of its results, 
both because of the sheer facticity o f the existing situation and the 
presence o f Widerstreben, o f an in ten tional activity against the 
attem pt to gain new power shares. We can distinguish here between 
the contingency o f facticity and  the contingency o f struggle. This 
concept is explicated in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, which explicitly 
uses the same vocabulary as the power-formula some pages later.

Kampf sol! eine soziale Beziehung insoweit heissen, als das Han­
deln an der Absicht der Durchsetzung des eigenen Widens gcgen 
Widerstand des oder der Partner orientiert ist.4

Wre b e r’s Politik als Kampf topos does n o t indicate a zero-sum 
gam e, but the plurality and m utability o f  the types o f power shares 
ren d er the struggle an open  contest, in which the agents are also 
obliged to revise th e ir  views and  red irec t th e ir striving for power 
shares. T he struggle against the opposing political agents is, in the 
W eberian view, a “m oving” instance o f politics. In particular, he 
writes in Politik als Beruf how in politics the results are in a para­
doxical relation to the in ten tions o f  any o f the participants.

Es ist durchaus wahr and eine—jet?I bier nicht näher zu begriin- 
dende—Grundtatsache aller Geschichte, das schliessliche Resultat 
politischen Handelns oft. nein: regelmässig, in völlig unadequatem. 
oft in geradezu paradoxem Verhältnis zu seinem ursprunglichen 
Sinn steht. ’

T he situational d ram a o f the u nan tic ipa ted  consequences of 
actions {Nebenfolgen) is constitutive of politics. Time modifies both 
the projects o f agents and  the relations between struggling agents, 
while the relative com petence in  time-playing consists o f the ability 
to use Nebenfolgen as a special kind o f Chancenf The political point
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is to tu rn  the scarce margins o f time-playing into opportun ities in 
the changing constellations.

It is now possible to reform ulate the four aspects o f politics in 
W eberian terms. Politicization nam es a share of power, opens a spec­
ified horizon o f  chances in term s of this share, while politicking 
m eans perform ative operations in the struggle for power with the 
already existing shares and  the ir redistribution . Polity refers to 
those power shares that have already been politicized but have also 
created a kind o f  vested interest Lhat tacitly excludes o th e r kinds of 
shares, while policy m eans a regulation and coordination  of perfor­
mative operations by specific ends and means. The next steps con­
sist o f  outlining a tem poral in terpretation  o f each o f them .

Tim es of Policy

So-called “policy analysis" never poses the question of what consti­
tutes a "policy” and its political significance. Despite this, we 
should ask: What kind o f politics is to be understood  by means of 
“policy'’ and what are  its tem poral implications?

A policy refers to a d irection  o f  activities, to a line, project, 
plan, program , o r doctrine. Policy has, thus, a teleological conno­
tation, an orientation  toward the future, which is considered to be 
a priority  over the  p resen t state o f  affairs as well as the activity 
itself. In addition , policy has a norm ative character as a criterion in 
the selection o f  what should be realized am ong possible futures. 
T he construction  o f a policy signifies the inclusion and  coordina­
tion o f  differen t acts, mos'es o r m easures, th rough which they are 
tu rned  into the relative unity o f  activities, into a policy. In addition, 
a policy presupposes a criterion  o f  judg m en t tha t regulates the 
inclusion and  exclusion o f  activities, types and  degrees o f coordi­
nation , and  so on. Thus, we can call a policy a com plex o f  inclu­
sion and  coord ination  o f  m easures into a p ro jec t unified with a 
nam e, such as “the Paasikivi-Kekkoncn line.”

T he norm ative and the teleological o rien ta tions o f  a policy 
rem ain  opposed to one o ther. A lim iting case is Realpolitik.1 in 
which the realizability o f a line is tu rn ed  in to  a quasi-norm . Con­
versely, we can speak o f fixed “m oral” aims upheld  independently  
o f  th e ir realizability. These two situations mark the limits o f a pol­
icy. In the first case, the flexibility o f  a policy is tu rn ed  into a doc­
trine o f passive adaptation, while in the opposite case the policy is 
lim ited to a declaration o f  desirability. Still, we may claim that both 
o f  them  may also con tribu te  to a change in affairs if used con­
sciously as political strategies.



60 Kari Palonen

Four Times o f Politics: Policy, Polity, Politicking and Politicization

In the Weberian perspective, none of the agents can perfectly 
realize a policy established p rio r to action. This is not acknowl­
edged  in the discourse o f  “policy m aking,” if a “governm ent” has 
m onopolized the relevant power shares. T he times “conducting" a 
policy, as a m ode o f politics, can, however, be best understood  as 
being shaped by the insight into limited realizability of any policy. 
How can the revisions and  deviations in to  the policy itself be cal­
culated? What does the limited realizability m ean for the form ation 
and acceptance o f a policy?

U nderstanding a policy does not thus rely merely on the con­
tinuity o f a line o r a project, but makes use o f the tem poral break­
ing poin ts within it. T he m ore fixed the policy is, the m ore d ra ­
matic the deviations will be and the more improvision is needed, in 
o rd e r to  achieve at least some of the in tended  aims o f a given pol­
icy. Such breaking points can be detected “before" the confronta­
tion with o ther policies, e ither by the inclusion o f the m easures, by 
coordinating  between them  o r by nam ing a policy. “After" the con­
fron ta tion  we can distinguish between ad hoc corrections, m odifi­
cations, and revisions and giving up on the policy. T he teleologi­
cal character o f  the policy-time means that, up until the last point, 
the  e lem ents of the break are understood  to be subord inated  to 
the in ternal coherence o r consistence of a project.

A lack o f policy is com m only regarded  as chaotic and. co rre ­
spondingly, any policy is held  to be b e tte r than  no policy. This 
assum ption relies on the superiority o f the continuity over discon­
tinuity in politics. My thesis is that it is possible to understand  the 
policies as heuristic instrum ents in politics also when rejecting the 
continuity  assum ption. Tem poralizing policies in relation to their 
breaking points then becomes a condition o f their intelligibility.

In Weberian terms, policies are dependen t on  the power-shares 
as chances to which all policy aims must be related. However, striv­
ing fo r power always aims at improving the chances o f realizing cer­
tain purposes (Zwecke) fo rm ulated  in policies. Relating policy to 
the chances of power, including the ex post risible Nebenfolgen, means 
that the norm ative and teleological dim ensions o f  a policy presup­
pose an assessment o f  the horizon o f chances. An a priori fixation 
o f a policy is not ideal, but a degree of revisability should always be 
provided for any com prehensive policy.

Due to the normative-teleological character of this type of pol­
itics, a policy canno t dispense with a certa in  continuity  in lime. 
T ranscending the actual situation by a consistent line o r project is 
legitim ate on die condition that we acknowledge the value o f con­
tinuity as relative to d ifferent breaking points. Dealing with these 
breaking  points and  the ir relations to continuity  also alludes to
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form s o f politicking that transcend the policy-type. The alternative 
to policy docs no t consist of a reliance on ad hoc measures but of 
a type o f politicking that is not regulated by normative-teleological 
criteria, o r the priority o f the fu ture over the present.

Times of Politicking

Politicking has received a m inim al am ount o f a tten tion  in litera­
ture on the concept o f politics, although it refers to a key aspect in 
the understanding  o f politics-as-activity. The neglect o f politicking 
is historically related to the fact that Politics was originally the title 
o f a discipline,8 and in most European languages acting politically 
is expressed by form ulas such as Politik treiben o r faire dr la politique- 
in  the English neologism  politicking and  the Finnish politikoida f  a 
single word suffices.

As a po in t o f departu re  in the understanding  o f politicking we 
can take the Aristotelian idea o f a praxis, which has its aim in itself, 
as opposed to  poiesis, which is o rien ted  toward ex ternal aims. A 
m odern  version o f this idea is H annah A rendt’s m etaphor of poli­
tics as a perform ing a n  that is judged  hy the criterion of the virtu­
osity of the perform ance:

The Greeks always used such metaphors as flute-playing, dancing, 
healing and seafaring to distinguish political from other activities, 
that is that they drew their analogies from those arts in which the 
virtuosity of performance is decisive.10

In the language o f the speech act theory, politicking consists of 
perform atives. Politics-as-activity is never to be judged by its 
“results" alone, even if we co u n t its unan tic ipated  consequences. 
Or, politicking consists o f asking no t only what should be done but 
also how to do it.

Politicking as a perfo rm ance relies on available power shares 
in o rd e r to increase the relative advantages in th e ir d istribu tion . 
T he W eberian concept o f  Chance contains a gradation  o f the 
degrees o f realizability o f chances, although only as analogy to the 
calculus o f  probabilities." For the agent, the analogy explicates the 
character of choices: there is no a priori reason for choosing a more 
cautious alternative over a riskier one, o r  vice versa. T he key oper­
ations o f  politicking consist o f  choosing between d ifferen t types 
and degrees o f chances, which then lead to d ifferent styles o f  per­
form ances. T he simplest variation concerns the opposition between 
cautious and daring  styles o f politicking. More generally, we can
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speak o f  genres o f politicking, for exam ple between theatrical, 
filmic, musical, o r dance-related styles of politicking, o f comic and 
tragic genres o f  politics, between the dram atic and epic variants o f 
theatrical politicking.

W hen a policy consists o f coordinated  m easures that have 
sources and limits in time, politicking consists o f  perform ances 
that are both time-consuming and time-playing events. In addition 
to an origin and an end, politicking has a duration  and rhythm  of 
its own, as do the perform ing arts. This can be viewed as an ex ten­
sion o f  the presen t tim e in politicking into a perform ative unity 
that cannot be m easured by consum ed time, but, in a sense, in ter­
rupts the time lapse for the duration  o f the perform ance. T he vir­
tuosity o f the perform ance is judged  by its capacity to convene the 
impression of the tem poral autonom y o f an extended present as an 
in ternal time o f politicking.

The continuous m om ents o f  politicking consist o f perfo r­
mances, o f  oblique o r queer activities, that cannot be rehearsed  
in advance but presuppose improvisation and taking advantage o f 
the details o f the ongo ing  situation. If the core o f  the policy is 
understood  to consist o f  dealing with the breaking po in t o f  the 
continuity, it marks a limit-situation politicking in which the conti­
nuities appear as regu lations o f  the im provised perfo rm ance o f 
politicking.

Although a perform ance can only take place in the present, this 
present is no t instantaneous, bu t, sim ilar to the artistic perfo r­
mance, it contains in ternal tem poral rhythms with chances to break 
from com m on-sense views. T he stylistic alternatives in politicking 
have different tem poral implications, for exam ple in the rhythms of 
movement characteristic to each genre or style. By artistic exagger­
ation these "aesthetic" categories also illustrate tem poral chances 
and m odes of using them , which could also be utilized in the closer 
interpretation  o f m ore conventional forms o f politicking.

The dual temporality o f  continuous and discontinuous aspects is 
thus o f equal im portance for both politicking and policy, although 
for politicking the present is the tempus o f  perform ance and  the 
mark o f  its virtuosity. This introduces, however, a second dual tem ­
porality, namely that between the lapse of time and the extension of 
the present in the perform ing  event. The tem porality o f  perfo r­
m ance m ust thus be in terrelated  to the in te rrup tion  o f the time- 
lapse by the ex tended  present and the reappearance o f this time- 
lapse at the limits o f the perform ance. The specificity and the quality 
o f  politicking consists o f dealing with both o f these aspects o f time.

In politicking, the aims to which policies are orien ted  serve as 
instrum ents in the struggle for power. T he lim ited realizability of
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the policies m arks a lim it-situation, which can be tu rn ed  into a 
source o f  new chances, o r  at least into a relative advantage as com ­
pared with the encoun ter o f similar limits by o n e ’s adversaries and 
the ir policies. T he ju d g m en t o f  politicking should therefo re  be 
ex tended  to the  virtuosity in the com petence to deal with the 
beginnings and  ends o f the perform ances. In this sense, politick­
ing, too, presupposes the coordination of activities, not in o rd er to 
regulate them  bu t as an extension o f the event-character o f the 
sim ple perfo rm ances to the in terconnections and disconnections 
between perform ances.

Tim es of Polity

Traditionally, polity has re fe rred  to a m etaphorical space that 
dem arcates the  “political sphere" from  o th e r spheres. In term s of 
activity, polity can be considered as a tem poralizcd space that has 
been  politicized and  com m only accepted  as political, and  that 
dem arcates activity from that which is no t accepted as political. In 
o ther words, policy can be viewed as a Spielraum of activity, resulting 
from  previous politicizations and established to the extent that it at 
least tacitly serves as an obstacle of new poliucizations.

In W eberian term s, polity refers to a com plex in which the 
power shares are divided into legitimate and illegitimate ones. Cer­
tain pow er shares have gained privileged positions, o thers have 
faded away and  appear as anachronistic , while attem pts to create 
new ones are viewed with suspicion. T he “core" Spielraum o f the 
polity serves as a paradigm  for politicking. For example, the public- 
private dichotom y can be in te rp re ted  as a result o f contingent, 
although well-established, politicizations as opposed to a dem arca­
tion betw een two spheres. In nam ing the polity, such ep ithets as 
the “ordinary," “proper," o r “stric t” sense o f the political similarly 
function  as historical criteria o f legitim ating the established polity 
as opposed to the concurren t horizons o f power shares.

However, the historical and tem poral character o f  the polity 
m eans th a t the “cen tra l” Spielraum o f  the legitim ate polity is con­
stantly underm ined  due to the shifting significance o f the sources 
o f power in the situation. Disputes on the limits or dem arcations of 
the  historically and  contingently  form ed polity also con tribu te  to 
the rein terp re tation  o f the “core" o f the polity.

The struggle for power in troduces an instability to the form a­
tio n  o f a polity as a horizon o f  politicking. T he invention o f new 
topics on the agenda, new dim ensions of hum an agency o r new 
practices o f politicking are liable to destabilize the polity, not only
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within its margins but also in the in terpretation  of what is essential 
and decisive in it. A lthough these novelties are viewed with suspi­
cion. they can be mixed with old ones and  in this way underm ine 
th e ir established character. Thus, it is impossible to ren d er the 
established polity “im m une" to new politicizations, even am ong 
those who in principle accept the established polity as a legitimate 
“regim e.”

Moreover, we can also speak of the polity o f tim e itself; as a 
m etaphorical space, a polity is also a time-regime. T he character of 
the chances (power shares) illustrates a tem porally understood  
Spidraum, or, rather, Spiekeit. It is not only characterized by the lim­
its o f the available time but also by the specification of the specific 
occasions within this Spiekeitraum. T he political com petence con­
sists both  of playing with the extrem ities of the legitimate time and 
o f gain ing  an insight into the specific opportun ities o f the time- 
regim e.

Parliam entary politics, contro lled  by the electorate and by the 
governm ent-opposition-gam e within the parliam ent, clearly signi­
fies a tim e-oriented regim e. The com plex o f parliam entary  prac­
tices is shaped by the presence o f opportunities and controls, both 
o f them  being lim ited no t only “in time" b u t also “by tim e." The 
various types o f chances of the governm ent to ru le  are shaped by 
tem poral distinctions, by the periodization  o f governm ental poli­
tics to times o f high and low control by the opposition respectively 
by the electorate. 2

A specific calendar o f  parliam entary  politics was successively 
in troduced from the eighteenth  century onward. General elections 
are decisive in term s the chances o f  e ith e r getting  rid  o f  o r re­
electing  a governm ent. T he governm ent fo rm ation  in the parlia­
m ent, the interpellations to overthrow the governm ent, the annual 
debates on the budget, the elections o f chairpersons and commit­
tees, the decisions over the length o f  the session periods and on 
the m axim um  duration  o f speeches m ark the main instances of a 
tem poral polity. The events of the parliam entary calendar contain 
occasions for the governm ent to m anifest its excellence in poli­
ticking and  for the opposition to question these manifestations.

"Nur in T erm inen rechne t d er wahre Politiker," wrote Walter 
Benjamin in his Einbahnstrasse.]i lie  understood  better than many 
o thers how crucial the ability to play with tim e, in this case with 
one 's own “calendar events," is in  politics. W hen considering lime 
as a decisive criterion  o f  parliam entary  politicking, we dispense 
with the m ythologies o f  the “rig h t” o f certa in  persons, or o f “the 
people" to rule. On the contrary, all ru lers are subject to tem poral 
contro l by elections and parliam entary  procedures. Even the
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repeatedly confirm ed reelection o f a governm ent appears as suspi­
cious, despite the correctness o f  electoral procedures, for the tem­
poral calendar o f the polity tacitly presum es an alternation in gov­
e rn m en t as a condition  o f avoiding the m onopolizing tendencies 
over the shares o f  governm ental power.

Regulating the political chances and their control by tem poral 
m easures is an advantage o f parliam entary dem ocracy over d irect 
democracy. A simple rotation in office, according to the A thenian 
m odel and  its im itations (Jacksonian dem ocracy in the U nited 
States and the G erm an G reens in the 1980s), also tends to devalu­
ate the political com petition that is so inheren t to democracy. Sim­
ilarly, the old ideal o f “frequen t elections” tends to dim inish the 
chances of governm ents to use their power shares and facilitate the 
con tro l by the opposition , w ithout the need to construct a policy 
alternative.

T he parliam entary regim e illustrates an ideal type o f tem poral 
polity. In nom inalistic term s, “polity" should be understood as any 
specific regim e o f power shares, and not as a single “political sys­
tem ." We can thus speak o f street nam e polity, university polity, 
travel polity, and so on, which together do no t constitute a whole, 
but a complex myriad o f in terconnected  and disconnected polities 
transcend ing  ju rid ica l, geographical, and  o th e r limits. If a single 
polity has a calendar o f its own, the interconnectedness of the poli­
ties can, rather, be understood  by the m etaphor o f a political 
tim etable, showing the trains and  their names, stations, and con­
nections. As times are politically controversial, no exact timing can 
be given, and the very m ode o f constructing political tim etables is 
contestable and constantly changing. As such, politicking within a 
com plex o f  polities would largely consist o f  the com petence to 
read  and  apply timetables.

Times of Politicization

T he word “politicization” was first used in G erm an in 1907, when 
the h istorian Karl L am precht spoke o f die Politisierung der Gesell- 
scha/L, a lthough in the harm less sense o f increasing the in terest in 
politics. T he neologism , however, was soon tu rn ed  into a m ore 
offensive view o f politicization as a perspectivistic re in terpretation  
o f a phenom enon , especially am ong die expressionist literati Kurt 
H iller and Ludwig Rubiner. To speak o f politicization in this sense 
o f crea ting  a new Spielzeitraum for the activity of politicking, ren ­
dered  it open to alternatives and controversies and contribu ted  to 
the  re th ink ing  o f the co n cep t o f politics. Such a re th ink ing  took



66 Kari Palonen

Four Times o f Politics: Policy, Polity, Politicking and Politicization

place in Germany during ihe two first decades o f the twentieth cen­
tury, while politicization in English and  politisation in French seem to 
have been in troduced only during the interw ar e ra .14

H ere, politicization thus means n e ither the jux tapositions of 
things with politics nor the increased “in terest in politics7' am ong 
certain  persons. Instead, by politicization we can m ark a  phenom ­
enon as political, as a Spielzeitraum for con tingen t action. Politi­
cization thus refers to the act o f  naming som ething as political, 
including the controversies su rround ing  the acceptance o f this 
naming. T here is no politics “before" politicization, e ith er in  a log­
ical o r a tem poral sense, and politicking is possible only if a 
Spielzeitraum has been opened  for action by politicization, while a 
polity is a result of previous politicizations. Still, it seems equally 
unnecessary  to identify initial o r original politicizations, fo r the 
question o f what can be considered to be a politicization is depen ­
den t on the perspective of in terpretation .

If a polity is a result o f specific politicizations, we cannot refer 
to a p ro p e r o r o rd inary  sense of politics; politicization has no 
quasi-natural subject matter. While no th ing  in hum an life can be 
excluded from  politicization, it always dem ands a specific and con­
cen tra ted  effo rt to politicize som ething new, to create a Spielzr.it- 
raum, for which no  established practices of politicking are avail­
able. Politicization has to be m ore than a declaration  and  must 
provide at least some indications regarding the forms of politicking 
that are opened  by the specific politicizing moves.

Politicization can be an invention, a construction  o f chances 
with respect to which no chances were previously seen or adm itted 
to have existed. This sort o f invention requires the construction of 
a new perspective that renders things to appear different: The fem­
inist slogan “the personal is political,” coined in the late 1960s, 
seems today to be less o f  a novelty than it did th en —G erm an 
expressionists, for exam ple, proposed sim ilar views in the  early 
tw entieth century. Still, it opened  a new horizon for both  acting 
politically and them atizing politics as a concept, which could then 
be used in different and even opposing ways.

In a n o th e r perspective, politicization m eans detecting  the 
political potential of some existing changes, shifts, o r processes. It 
will be based on analyzing the results o r effects o f  long term  
changes, which ren d e r some alleged “necessities" o r “im possibili­
ties" obsolete and  use these changes in o rd e r to declare  a new 
Spielzeitraum for action. Claims that without som ething “order" can­
no t be uphe ld  o r  “laws o f  natu re" canno t be violated, and  so on, 
have been politicized in the sense o f  being ren d ered  obsolete by 
creating  the “im possible” w ithout catastrophes. For exam ple, the
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argum ents for extending suffrage always first had  to overcome the 
resistance o f  such an “impossibility."

The distinction between the inventive and disruptive moments of 
politicization is relative. W ithout some disruptive processes against 
the old o rder already made visible, it is difficult to imagine invention 
of a perspective o f politicization that is not a realizable horizon of 
chances. The detection of chances, as an unintended result o f erosive 
changes, already alludes to a tacit shift in die perspective.

W hen an established polity with a calendar exists, politicization 
e ith e r  in troduces new items to it, which a lter the relationships 
between the existing ones, or dismisses existing items. T he in tro­
duction can concern  a new topic on the annual agenda, or a new 
train added to the tim etable and thus changing die significance of 
o th e r  connections. A m ore radical politicization could consist of 
the in troduction  o f a new dim ension into the calendar, pu tting  the 
existing item s in to  a new perspective. The slogan “the personal is 
political” represented  precisely such a politicizing shift in the per­
spective o f  question ing  the primacy of the conventional parlia- 
m enlary-governm ental-partisan politics, although it obviously was 
unab le  to radically alter the calendar and tim etables, that is, the 
connections to  the “old" politics. The politicization o f lifestyles has 
rem ained  disconnected  from the traditional m odes o f  politicking 
as opposed to altering them  o r making use of the rich experiences 
in parliam entary  politics in o rd e r to construct analogies for 
lifestyle politicking.

In o rd er to better understand the historical sequences o f politi­
cizations, we could make a use o f Koselleck's m etaphor of tem po­
ral layers.1’ Politicization both nam es a novelty against an estab­
lished and  sedim ented practice and creates links between historical 
layers o f  politicization, when the previous ones have been estab­
lished, naturalized, and spatialized to such an extent that their his­
torical significance as politicizing m om ents has been lost o r mis­
rep resen ted . T he rhetoric  o f politicization perhaps requires the 
sim plification of an established polity as a space o f stagnating and 
discrim inating  practices by neglecting its specific politicizing ori­
gins in o rd e r to dram atize the break and  novelty. A radicalizing 
effect can, however, be achieved through rein terp reting  history by 
accen tuating  form s o f politicization that have been forgotten  o r 
m arginalized  in the established polity. Even if politicization in­
creases the available Spielieilraum in the future, it also presupposes 
a redescrip tion  o r an Umschreilmng o f the past.15 In this sense, the 
B enjam inian figure o f  “actualization" o f  a past in the p resen t16 
rem ains an indispensable tem poral resource in the conceptualiza­
tion of politicizations.
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Thus, politicization has a dual re la tionsh ip  to politicking. It 
simultaneously creates new Spielzeitraume and makes some old ones 
obsolete in a given situation. Additionally, we can speak of a second 
o rd er o f  politicking, which deals with the different layers o f politi­
cizations. This politicking operates with d iscontinuities in time, 
creates a relation between a radical break in the present and  a 
recourse to the o ld e r past as som ething th a t provides some ana­
logical resources with a sort of renaissance o r rehabilitation  in 
o rd er to accentuate the radical break in the present.

Conclusions

Nobody is able to master time, and the adversity and counter-final­
ity constitutive o f political actions places fu rth e r limits on any 
attem pts to m aster lime. The classical alternative, tam ing the cor­
ruptive fortuna  o f tim e by creating  a space of the virtu, appears 
today to be increasingly unrealistic; it canno t understand  time 
o th e r than as an erosive force. To play with contingency means to 
accept that time not onlv marks limits of political activities but also 
serves as the ir m edium .16 It is for this purpose that the nuances of 
the polit-vocabulary provide us with som e hints as to how to deal 
with such a fluid and concept-escaping instance as time.

Politics as presented here, is understood  as a correlate between 
two activities, politicization and  politicking, while polity and policy 
refer to th e ir “regu la ting” lim it-situations. Politicization searches 
for new power shares, while politicking aims at the increase in the 
disposition over the existing ones. Agents m aking use o f  e ither o f 
these perform atives refer to the oilier one  as well as to the past and 
future variants of the same operation. This reference indicates tem ­
poral discrepancies, highlighting  chances o f revision while simul­
taneously constitu ting  a new relative continu ity  in time between 
historical form s o f  both politicking and  politicization.

Every politicization disrupts continuity, although the sequence 
o f breaks form s a second o rd e r of continuity  in a series o f  novel­
ties, m ediated by the practices of politicking. Politicking contains a 
perform ative continuity, which is singularized by the shifting hori­
zons o f  politicization and  by the critical use o f  analogies to previ­
ous form s o f  politicking. In this sense, politicization and politick­
ing signify, each in a different m anner, a break with the m ere lapse 
o f time, which, however, can be assessed bo th  as an erosive force 
alluding to the limits o f the chances involved in them  and as a tem­
poral play-limit challenge to be enclosed in politicking and politi­
cization as elem ent o f  play. As an in te rru p tio n  o f continuity, both
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o f these perform ative operations mark an autononrization o f the 
present. Politicization marks a m om ent, not just an instance, but a 
new horizon o f  chances, which can be utilized within a range of 
time, while politicking signifies a perform ance, which is singular 
yet has a relative duration  o f  its own.
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