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The Enduring Relevance of Harold Lasswell's Definition
of Politics

Ever wondered what politics really is? Beyond the mudslinging, the debates, and the endless news
cycles, what's the fundamental essence of this powerful force shaping our lives? This post dives deep
into Harold Lasswell's concise yet insightful definition of politics, exploring its meaning,
implications, and lasting relevance in today's complex world. We'll unpack his famous phrase,
analyze its components, and discuss its continued impact on political science and our understanding
of power dynamics. Prepare to gain a clearer perspective on the very nature of politics itself.

Understanding Harold Lasswell's Definition: "Who Gets What,
When, and How"

Harold Lasswell, a prominent political scientist of the 20th century, famously defined politics as
"who gets what, when, and how." This seemingly simple sentence packs a powerful punch,
encapsulating the core struggles and processes at the heart of all political systems. Let's break down
each element:

Who: This refers to the actors involved in the political process. This isn't limited to just politicians; it
encompasses individuals, groups, classes, corporations, nations – anyone vying for influence and
power. Consider lobbyists, voters, social movements, even the media; all are "players" in this game
of influence.

Gets: This represents the desired outcomes or resources being contested. These "whats" can be
incredibly diverse. We're talking about tangible things like wealth, land, and jobs, but also intangible
assets such as power, prestige, rights, and recognition. Access to healthcare, education, and even
clean air and water are all "gets" that individuals and groups fight for.

When: This element emphasizes the timing and urgency of political action. The "when" highlights the
dynamic and ever-shifting nature of political power. The timing of a policy announcement, the timing
of an election, or the timing of a social movement’s mobilization can dramatically impact the
outcome.

How: This refers to the methods and strategies employed to achieve desired outcomes. This includes
formal processes like voting, lobbying, and legislative action, but also encompasses informal means
such as persuasion, negotiation, coercion, and even violence. The "how" illuminates the complex
interplay of power dynamics, strategies, and techniques used to influence the distribution of
resources.

The Implications of Lasswell's Definition

Lasswell's definition isn't just a descriptive statement; it holds significant implications:



Focus on Power Dynamics: The definition highlights the inherently competitive nature of politics. It
emphasizes the struggle for power and the distribution of scarce resources. It's not about consensus
or cooperation alone, but about the mechanisms of influence and control.

Broad Scope of Political Activity: It expands our understanding of politics beyond formal
governmental institutions. It encompasses the entire spectrum of social interaction where
individuals and groups compete for resources and influence. This includes everything from family
disputes to international relations.

Emphasis on Process and Strategy: The definition emphasizes the process of politics as much as its
outcome. It underscores the importance of understanding the strategies and tactics employed by
different actors in pursuing their goals.

Relevance Across Political Systems: Lasswell's definition applies across various political systems,
from democracies to authoritarian regimes. The fundamental struggle over "who gets what, when,
and how" remains constant, regardless of the specific institutional arrangements.

Criticisms and Limitations of Lasswell's Definition

While incredibly insightful, Lasswell's definition isn't without its criticisms. Some argue that it:

Oversimplifies Complexities: The concise nature of the definition can be seen as overly simplistic,
neglecting the nuances of ideology, morality, and cultural context. Political motivations are far more
complex than a simple pursuit of resources.

Focuses Primarily on Conflict: Critics suggest the definition overemphasizes conflict and
competition, overlooking cooperation and consensus-building aspects of political life. Many political
processes involve negotiation and compromise rather than outright conflict.

Lack of Normative Dimension: The definition largely avoids normative judgments. It describes what
politics is without evaluating whether particular political outcomes are just or desirable.

Despite these criticisms, Lasswell's definition remains a valuable starting point for understanding
the core dynamics of power and resource distribution within any political system.

The Enduring Legacy of Lasswell's Definition

Despite its limitations, Lasswell's succinct formulation continues to resonate with political scientists
and scholars. Its enduring appeal lies in its ability to capture the fundamental essence of political
activity in a way that is both accessible and insightful. It serves as a powerful reminder that politics
is not merely about formal institutions, but about the constant struggle for power and influence, a
struggle that plays out in every aspect of our lives. His definition provides a framework for analyzing
a wide range of political phenomena, from local elections to international conflicts, and continues to
inform contemporary political analysis.

Conclusion

Harold Lasswell's definition of politics—"who gets what, when, and how"—offers a potent and



enduring framework for understanding the complexities of power, resource allocation, and the
dynamics of political struggle. While not without its criticisms, its simplicity and breadth make it an
invaluable tool for analyzing political processes across diverse contexts and time periods. Its
enduring legacy lies in its ability to capture the fundamental essence of politics, reminding us of the
constant interplay of actors, resources, timing, and strategies that shape our world.

FAQs

Is Lasswell's definition applicable to non-state actors? Absolutely. Lasswell's definition applies1.
equally to multinational corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other non-
state actors who compete for influence and resources.

How does Lasswell's definition relate to democratic systems? In democracies, the "who" is1.
expanded to include a wider range of actors and the "how" typically involves more formalized
and participatory processes like elections and representative government, but the fundamental
struggle for resources and influence remains central.

What are some limitations of focusing solely on "who gets what"? Focusing solely on resource1.
distribution can overlook the role of ideas, values, and ideology in shaping political action. It's
not simply about what is obtained, but also why it is desired.

How has Lasswell's definition influenced contemporary political science? Lasswell's work has1.
heavily influenced the study of power dynamics, political behavior, and the analysis of policy-
making processes. His insights are still widely cited and applied in contemporary political
research.

Can Lasswell's definition be used to analyze international relations? Yes, his definition1.
provides a useful framework for analyzing international relations, focusing on the competition
between states and other actors for resources, influence, and security. The "who" expands to
include nations, the "what" includes territories, resources, and security, and the "how"
encompasses diplomacy, alliances, and military actions.
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