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Harold Lasswell's Definition of Politics: A Deep Dive

Have you ever wondered what truly defines politics? Is it just about elections and politicians? Or is

there something more fundamental at play? This post delves into the classic and enduring definition of

politics offered by Harold Lasswell, a renowned political scientist. We'll unpack Lasswell's concise yet

powerful phrase, explore its implications, and examine its relevance in today's complex world. Get

ready to understand politics in a whole new light!

Understanding Harold Lasswell and His Influence

Before diving into his famous definition, let's briefly introduce Harold Lasswell (1902-1978). A

prominent figure in the fields of political science and communication studies, Lasswell's work

significantly shaped our understanding of power, propaganda, and the political process. His

interdisciplinary approach, bridging political science with psychology and sociology, provided fresh

perspectives on the dynamics of political behavior. His contributions extended beyond simple

definitions; he developed sophisticated models for analyzing political communication and its impact on

society.

Lasswell's Concise Definition: "Who Gets What, When, How?"

Lasswell's most famous contribution is his succinct definition of politics: "Who gets what, when, how?"

This seemingly simple phrase encapsulates the core essence of political activity. It's a powerful

statement that transcends specific political systems or ideologies. Let's break down each element:

Who: This refers to the actors involved in the political process. This includes individuals, groups,

classes, nations, and even international organizations. It highlights the diverse range of players vying



for influence and power. Consider, for instance, the "who" in a debate about healthcare reform:

patients, doctors, insurance companies, pharmaceutical firms, and government agencies all play

crucial roles.

Gets: This element focuses on the resources or values at stake. These "whats" can be tangible, like

money, land, or jobs, or intangible, such as power, prestige, or social status. This emphasizes the

competitive nature of politics, where different actors strive to acquire desired resources. Think of the

"gets" in an environmental policy discussion: clean air, conservation efforts, economic growth, or job

creation in specific industries.

When: This dimension focuses on the timing and sequencing of political actions. The "when" can

significantly impact the outcome. For example, the timing of a legislative proposal or the timing of a

public protest can dramatically alter the political landscape.

How: This crucial element addresses the methods and processes used to acquire the "what." This

encompasses various strategies, including negotiation, compromise, coercion, persuasion, and even

violence. Understanding the "how" provides insights into the tactics employed by different actors to

achieve their goals. This could range from legal lobbying and campaigning to social movements and

even revolutions.

The Implications of Lasswell's Definition

Lasswell's definition is more than just a catchy phrase; it offers several crucial implications:

Emphasis on Power Dynamics: The definition inherently highlights the power dynamics inherent in

political processes. "Who gets what" points directly to the struggle for control over resources and

decision-making. Understanding who holds power and how that power is exercised is critical to

analyzing any political system.

Broad Scope of Politics: It broadens the understanding of politics beyond the narrow confines of formal

institutions like governments. It encompasses all social interactions involving the distribution of values,



making it relevant to families, workplaces, and even international relations.

Analysis of Conflict and Cooperation: The definition facilitates the analysis of both conflict and

cooperation within the political realm. The struggle for resources often leads to conflict, yet cooperation

and compromise are also essential for achieving political goals.

Relevance Across Political Systems: Its applicability transcends specific political systems. Whether it's

a democracy, an authoritarian regime, or a tribal society, the fundamental question of "who gets what,

when, how" remains central to understanding the political dynamics at play.

Lasswell's Definition in the Modern Context

Lasswell's definition, despite being formulated decades ago, remains strikingly relevant today. The

complexities of globalization, technological advancements, and social media have only amplified the

struggle for resources and influence. The questions of "who," "gets," "when," and "how" are even more

pertinent in our interconnected world. Consider the complexities of international climate negotiations or

the impact of social media on political campaigns; Lasswell's framework provides a valuable lens

through which to analyze these events.

Conclusion

Harold Lasswell's seemingly simple definition of politics – "Who gets what, when, how?" – offers a

profound and enduring understanding of the political process. It emphasizes power dynamics,

encompasses a wide range of actors and resources, and highlights both conflict and cooperation. Its

enduring relevance demonstrates its value as a critical tool for analyzing political phenomena, past,

present, and future. By understanding this framework, you gain a deeper understanding not only of

formal political systems but also of the intricate power dynamics shaping our everyday lives.

FAQs



Is Lasswell's definition applicable to all societies, regardless of their political systems? Yes,1.

absolutely. The fundamental struggle for resources and influence exists in all societies,

regardless of their political structure. The specifics of "who," "gets," "when," and "how" will differ,

but the underlying dynamic remains constant.

How does Lasswell's definition differ from other definitions of politics? Many definitions focus on1.

the state, government, or formal institutions. Lasswell's definition is broader, encompassing all

interactions involving the allocation of values, including those outside formal political structures.

Can Lasswell's definition be used to analyze non-political phenomena? While primarily used for1.

political analysis, the framework can be adapted to analyze power dynamics in various social

contexts, such as organizations, families, or even online communities.

What are some limitations of Lasswell's definition? Some argue it's too descriptive and lacks a1.

normative element. It doesn't inherently address questions of justice, fairness, or the legitimacy

of power.

How can I apply Lasswell's definition in my own analysis of political issues? By systematically1.

identifying the actors involved, the resources at stake, the timing of events, and the methods

used to achieve political goals, you can gain a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the

issue at hand. Consider each element of the definition and examine how they interact.
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