harold lasswell definition of politics
1

harold lasswell definition of politics 1 is a foundational concept in
political science that has shaped the understanding of political processes
and power dynamics. Harold Lasswell, a prominent political scientist and
communication theorist, provided a distinctive definition of politics that
emphasizes the distribution of power and influence in society. This article
explores the essence of the harold lasswell definition of politics 1, its
implications for political analysis, and how it contrasts with other
definitions. By examining Lasswell’s perspective, readers will gain insight
into the role of power, decision-making, and resource allocation in political
contexts. The discussion further delves into related concepts such as
political communication, the role of elites, and the impact of political
behavior on governance. Understanding this definition is crucial for
students, scholars, and practitioners interested in political theory and the
mechanisms of societal control. The following sections provide a
comprehensive overview of the harold lasswell definition of politics 1 and
its relevance in contemporary political discourse.

e Harold Lasswell’s Definition of Politics: An Overview
e The Role of Power and Influence in Lasswell’s Concept

e Comparative Analysis: Lasswell’s Definition Versus Other Political
Theories

e Political Communication and Decision-Making

e Implications of Lasswell’s Definition for Modern Political Science

Harold Lasswell’s Definition of Politics: An
Overview

Harold Lasswell’s definition of politics is famously encapsulated in the
phrase: “Who gets what, when, and how.” This concise statement captures the
essence of political activity as a process of distributing resources and
power within a society. According to Lasswell, politics involves the
authoritative allocation of values, highlighting the central role of power
struggles and decision-making in shaping social outcomes. This definition
moves beyond traditional views that equate politics merely with government or
formal institutions, emphasizing instead the dynamics of influence and
control over resources. Lasswell's approach situates politics as an arena
where competing interests seek to influence decisions that affect collective



life.

In this framework, politics is not confined to electoral processes or
legislative activities; it extends to all interactions where power is
exercised to determine the allocation of scarce resources. This broad
perspective allows for a more nuanced understanding of political phenomena,
including conflict, negotiation, and cooperation among individuals and
groups. The harold lasswell definition of politics 1 thus serves as a
foundational lens for analyzing political behavior and institutional
arrangements.

The Role of Power and Influence in Lasswell’s
Concept

Power and influence are central to the harold lasswell definition of politics
1. Lasswell emphasizes that politics is fundamentally about power
distribution—the control over who gets access to resources, privileges, and
decision-making authority. Power, in this context, is understood as the
capacity to influence the behavior of others and shape societal outcomes.
This focus on power dynamics distinguishes Lasswell’s definition from more
procedural or structural conceptions of politics.

Power as a Core Element

Power in Lasswell’s definition is multifaceted, encompassing various forms
such as coercive, persuasive, and institutional power. These forms operate at
different levels, from interpersonal relations to large-scale governmental
structures. The exercise of power determines the allocation of values, which
includes not only material goods but also rights, opportunities, and social
status.

Influence and Political Behavior

Influence is closely linked to power and refers to the ability of individuals
or groups to affect political decisions and outcomes. Lasswell’s analysis
highlights the role of elites, interest groups, and political actors who
wield influence through communication, negotiation, and strategic action.
Understanding how influence operates is essential for grasping the dynamics
of political competition and cooperation.

Comparative Analysis: Lasswell’s Definition
Versus Other Political Theories

The harold lasswell definition of politics 1 offers a distinctive approach
compared to other prominent definitions in political science. While some
theories focus on government institutions, law, or the state, Lasswell’s
definition centers on power relations and resource distribution. This section



compares Lasswell’s view with alternative perspectives to illustrate its
unique contributions.

Traditional Institutional Definitions

Many classical definitions of politics emphasize formal institutions such as
legislatures, executives, and courts. For example, politics is often
described as the art of governance or the process of making laws. In
contrast, Lasswell’s definition broadens the scope to include all social
interactions where power is contested, regardless of institutional context.

Behavioral and Systems Approaches

Behavioral political science focuses on the actions and attitudes of
individuals, while systems theory views politics as a system of inputs and
outputs within a society. Lasswell’s definition complements these approaches
by providing a clear focus on the allocation of values through power
struggles. His emphasis on “who gets what, when, and how” integrates
behavioral insights with structural considerations.

Marxist and Conflict Theories

Marxist theories prioritize class struggle and economic factors in politics,
framing it as a conflict between social classes. Lasswell’s definition shares
the interest in power and conflict but is more inclusive, addressing various
forms of power beyond economic class. It recognizes multiple arenas where
values are allocated, not solely economic resources.

Political Communication and Decision-Making

Political communication is a vital component of the harold lasswell
definition of politics 1. Lasswell himself was a pioneer in the study of
communication, linking it to political power and influence. Effective
communication shapes public opinion, mobilizes support, and influences
decision-making processes, making it a key mechanism in the political
allocation of values.

The Communication Process in Politics

Lasswell conceptualized political communication as a process involving who
says what, in which channel, to whom, and with what effect. This model
underscores the strategic use of communication by political actors to achieve
desired outcomes. It highlights the importance of media, rhetoric, and
propaganda in shaping political realities.

Decision-Making and Policy Outcomes

Decision-making is central to the distribution of resources and power.



Lasswell’'s definition implies that political decisions are contingent on who
holds influence and how they exercise it. The process involves negotiation,
conflict resolution, and sometimes coercion, reflecting the complex interplay
of interests in political life.

Implications of Lasswell’s Definition for
Modern Political Science

The harold lasswell definition of politics 1 has significant implications for
contemporary political science research and practice. By focusing on power
distribution and value allocation, it provides a robust analytical framework
for understanding political phenomena in diverse contexts.

Analytical Framework for Political Power

Lasswell’s definition encourages scholars to analyze politics beyond formal
institutions, considering informal power structures and social dynamics. This
approach fosters interdisciplinary research integrating sociology,
psychology, and communication studies into political analysis.

Application in Policy and Governance

In practical terms, the definition informs policy analysis by highlighting
the importance of understanding stakeholder interests and power relations. It
aids policymakers and analysts in identifying who benefits from policies,
when benefits are allocated, and through which mechanisms decisions are made.

Contemporary Relevance

In an era marked by complex global challenges, the harold lasswell definition
of politics 1 remains relevant for examining issues such as inequality,
political polarization, and governance crises. Its emphasis on power and
resource distribution continues to provide critical insights into the
functioning of political systems worldwide.

Politics as the authoritative allocation of values

Power and influence as central to political processes

e Communication as a tool for political control

Decision-making as a reflection of power dynamics

e Comparative perspectives enrich understanding of politics



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Harold Lasswell's definition of politics?

Harold Lasswell defined politics as 'who gets what, when, and how,"
emphasizing the distribution of power and resources in society.

Why is Harold Lasswell's definition of politics
considered influential?

Lasswell's definition is influential because it succinctly captures the
essence of political processes by focusing on power distribution and
decision-making, making it a foundational concept in political science.

How does Lasswell's definition of politics differ
from traditional views?

Unlike traditional views that see politics as just government activities,
Lasswell's definition broadens politics to include all processes involving
power allocation and resource distribution in society.

In what context did Harold Lasswell introduce his
definition of politics?

Harold Lasswell introduced his definition in the mid-20th century during his
work in political psychology and communication, aiming to analyze political
behavior and power dynamics systematically.

How can Lasswell's definition of politics be applied
today?

Lasswell's definition can be applied today to analyze contemporary political
issues by examining who controls resources, how decisions are made, and the
timing of political actions across governments and organizations.

Additional Resources

1. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How by Harold Lasswell

This seminal book by Harold Lasswell introduces his famous definition of
politics as the study of "who gets what, when, and how." It explores the
distribution of power and resources within society and the mechanisms through
which political decisions are made. Lasswell's approach emphasizes the
importance of understanding political behavior and policy outcomes in a
systematic way.

2. The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills



C. Wright Mills examines the concentration of power among a small group of
elites in American society. The book complements Lasswell's ideas by
analyzing who holds power and how they influence political decisions and
resource allocation. It provides a critical perspective on the structures
that shape political outcomes.

3. Theories of Political Process by Eric Schickler

This book delves into various theoretical frameworks for understanding
political behavior and decision-making processes. Schickler's analysis aligns
with Lasswell's focus on the dynamics of power distribution and the timing of
political actions. It offers insights into how political actors compete and
cooperate to achieve their goals.

4. Power and Society: A Framework for Political Inquiry by Harold Lasswell
and Abraham Kaplan

Co-authored by Lasswell, this text expands on his definition of politics by
providing tools for analyzing power relations in society. It discusses the
role of political communication, leadership, and policy-making. The book is
foundational for students seeking to understand the complexities of political
power.

5. The Politics of Power: A Critical Introduction to American Government by
Ira Katznelson and Mark Kesselman

This book provides an in-depth look at the distribution of political power in
the United States. It echoes Lasswell's definition by focusing on who
controls resources and how political decisions are made. The authors
integrate historical and contemporary examples to illustrate power dynamics.

6. Political Order in Changing Societies by Samuel P. Huntington

Huntington investigates how political order is maintained or disrupted amid
social change. His analysis relates to Lasswell's definition by exploring how
political systems allocate power and resources over time. The book is
influential in understanding the stability and transformation of political
institutions.

7. The Dynamics of Political Power: A Comparative Perspective by Peter
Burnham

Burnham offers a comparative analysis of political power structures across
different societies. The book highlights the processes through which
political actors negotiate "who gets what, when, and how." It is useful for
understanding the variations and commonalities in political competition
globally.

8. Political Communication and Power by David L. Swanson and Dan Nimmo

This work explores how communication shapes political power and decision-
making. Aligning with Lasswell's emphasis on the mechanisms of politics, it
examines the role of media, rhetoric, and propaganda in influencing public
opinion and policy. The book underscores the importance of information flow
in political struggles.

9. Power: A Radical View by Steven Lukes



Lukes presents a multidimensional view of power that goes beyond observable
decision-making to include control over agendas and perceptions. This
perspective enriches Lasswell's definition by considering subtle and
structural forms of power in politics. The book is key for understanding the
complexities behind "who gets what" in political arenas.
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