harold lasswell definition of politics

Harold Lasswell's Definition of Politics: A
Comprehensive Exploration

Politics, a pervasive force shaping our societies, has been a subject of intense study and
debate for centuries. Among the most influential thinkers to grapple with its essence is
Harold Lasswell, an American political scientist renowned for his concise and impactful
definition. Lasswell's seminal work fundamentally altered how we understand the core of
political activity. This article delves deep into the Harold Lasswell definition of politics,
dissecting its components and exploring its enduring relevance in contemporary
discourse. We will examine how Lasswell conceptualized political power, influence, and
decision-making, and how his framework continues to inform our understanding of
governance, social order, and the distribution of resources. By unraveling the intricacies
of "who gets what, when, and how," we can gain a clearer perspective on the political
processes that govern our lives.

Table of Contents

e Harold Lasswell: A Pioneer in Political Science

e The Core of Harold Lasswell's Definition of Politics

e Deconstructing "Who Gets What, When, and How"

e "Who": Identifying the Actors in the Political Arena

e "Gets What": Understanding the Stakes and Resources
e "When": The Temporal Dimension of Political Processes
e "How": The Mechanisms and Strategies of Politics

e The Role of Power in Lasswell's Framework

e Influence: A Broader Perspective on Political Outcomes
¢ Decision-Making in the Lasswellian Model

e The Evolution of Lasswell's Thought and its Legacy

e Criticisms and Limitations of Harold Lasswell's Definition

e Contemporary Relevance of Harold Lasswell's Definition of Politics



e Harold Lasswell Definition of Politics: A Final Synthesis

Harold Lasswell: A Pioneer in Political Science

Harold Lasswell (1902-1978) stands as a towering figure in 20th-century political science.
His interdisciplinary approach, drawing from psychology, sociology, and economics,
revolutionized the study of politics. Lasswell's intellectual curiosity led him to explore the
psychological underpinnings of political behavior, the dynamics of propaganda, and the
nature of political decision-making. He was instrumental in the development of the
behavioral movement in political science, emphasizing empirical observation and rigorous
analysis. His prolific writings and mentorship shaped generations of scholars, making his
contributions indispensable to understanding the field.

Lasswell's academic career spanned several prestigious institutions, including the
University of Chicago and Yale Law School. His early work on propaganda during World
War I significantly influenced the study of mass communication and public opinion. He
also made significant contributions to the understanding of personality and politics,
exploring how individual psychological traits manifest in political actions and ideologies.
His commitment to applying scientific methods to political phenomena laid the
groundwork for much of modern political analysis, making him a foundational thinker.

The Core of Harold Lasswell's Definition of
Politics

At the heart of Harold Lasswell's enduring contribution to political science lies his
famously concise and widely cited definition: "Politics: Who gets what, when, and how."
This seemingly simple statement encapsulates a complex and dynamic understanding of
political activity. It moves beyond mere descriptions of institutions or formal processes to
focus on the fundamental outcomes and mechanisms of political struggle. Lasswell's
definition is not merely a slogan; it is a powerful analytical tool that directs attention to
the distribution of resources, the exercise of power, and the processes by which decisions
are made and implemented within a society.

This definition frames politics as an inherently distributive and competitive process. It
highlights that political activity is fundamentally about the allocation of scarce resources,
benefits, and opportunities among individuals and groups within a social system. The
"what" signifies the objects of contention, while the "who" identifies the participants, and
the "when" and "how" point to the temporal and procedural aspects of this distribution.
Understanding this core definition is crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the fundamental
nature of political engagement and its consequences.



Deconstructing "Who Gets What, When, and How"

To truly appreciate the depth of Harold Lasswell's definition, it is essential to break down
each component and examine its implications. This framework provides a systematic way
to analyze any political phenomenon, from local elections to international diplomacy. Each
element is interconnected, forming a holistic picture of political life.

The elegance of Lasswell's definition lies in its ability to be applied across diverse political
contexts. Whether examining the distribution of healthcare services, the allocation of tax
burdens, or the setting of environmental regulations, the "who gets what, when, and how"
paradigm remains a potent analytical lens. It encourages us to look beyond stated
intentions and focus on the tangible outcomes of political processes.

"Who": Identifying the Actors in the Political Arena

The "who" in Lasswell's definition refers to all the individuals and groups who participate
in the political process, either directly or indirectly. This includes not only formal political
actors such as elected officials, government bureaucrats, and political parties, but also
informal actors like interest groups, social movements, corporations, media organizations,
and even individual citizens. Understanding the "who" requires an analysis of their roles,
motivations, and the resources they bring to the political contest.

The composition of the "who" constantly shifts and evolves. New actors emerge, while the
influence of others may wane. Political scientists often study the power dynamics between
these various actors, examining how they form alliances, exert pressure, and compete for
influence. The accessibility of the political arena to different "who" groups is a crucial
aspect of democratic fairness and the overall health of a political system. Different
political systems will define who has access to the political arena differently.

"Gets What": Understanding the Stakes and Resources

The "what" represents the tangible and intangible benefits, resources, and outcomes that
are distributed through the political process. This can encompass a wide range of things,
including wealth, income, status, rights, privileges, opportunities, public services, and
even symbolic goods like recognition and respect. The "what" is often the central object of
political struggle and negotiation.

These "whats" are typically scarce, meaning that not everyone can have all they desire.
This scarcity is what drives much of political competition. The distribution of these "whats"
can significantly impact the well-being and social standing of individuals and groups.
Analyzing the "what" involves identifying what is being distributed, how it is valued by
different actors, and the consequences of its uneven distribution.



"When": The Temporal Dimension of Political Processes

The "when" element highlights the temporal aspects of political decision-making and the
distribution of resources. It acknowledges that the timing of political actions and their
outcomes can be as significant as the actions themselves. Political processes unfold over
time, involving cycles of agenda-setting, policy formulation, implementation, and
evaluation.

The timing of a policy announcement, the duration of a legislative debate, or the speed at
which a public service is delivered can all have critical implications for the recipients. For
instance, receiving aid "when" it is most needed is far more impactful than receiving it
belatedly. The "when" also refers to the historical context in which political events occur,
as past decisions and events shape present opportunities and constraints.

"How": The Mechanisms and Strategies of Politics

The "how" is arguably the most complex component of Lasswell's definition, encompassing
the methods, strategies, and processes through which political outcomes are achieved.
This includes the legal and institutional frameworks that govern political activity, such as
constitutions, laws, and electoral systems. It also encompasses the informal mechanisms
of influence, negotiation, coercion, persuasion, and coalition-building that are employed by
political actors.

The "how" involves understanding the techniques of power, the art of negotiation, the role
of propaganda and media, the impact of public opinion, and the influence of lobbying.
Analyzing the "how" means dissecting the operational realities of politics, identifying the
tactics used to gain advantage, and understanding the rules of the game, both formal and
informal. This element speaks to the mechanisms by which power is exercised and
decisions are made.

The Role of Power in Lasswell's Framework

Power is a central, albeit implicit, theme in Harold Lasswell's definition of politics. The
question of "who gets what, when, and how" is fundamentally a question of power - who
has the ability to influence the distribution of resources and outcomes. Power, in
Lasswell's view, is the ability to influence the behavior of others, to shape decisions, and
to determine the allocation of values within a society.

Lasswell viewed power not as a monolithic entity but as something that is acquired,
exercised, and distributed among various actors. He explored different sources of power,
including wealth, status, military might, and ideological influence. Understanding the
distribution and exercise of power is critical to understanding the political process as
defined by Lasswell. The ability to shape the "who," "what," "when," and "how" is a direct
manifestation of power.



Influence: A Broader Perspective on Political
Outcomes

While power is about the ability to direct behavior, influence often refers to a more subtle
and pervasive form of shaping political outcomes. Lasswell recognized that influence
operates through various channels, including persuasion, information dissemination, and
the shaping of public opinion. Political actors constantly seek to influence not only the
decisions of others but also the perceptions and preferences of the broader public.

The media, education systems, and cultural institutions all play a role in shaping the
influencing landscape. Understanding how these various forms of influence are wielded is
crucial for a complete picture of Lasswell's definition. Influence can shape who
participates, what is considered important, and how decisions are ultimately made, often
without overt coercion.

Decision-Making in the Lasswellian Model

Lasswell's work also provided significant insights into the process of political decision-
making. He conceptualized decision-making as a sequence of stages, often referred to as
the "decision-making process." This process typically involves:

Intelligence: Gathering information and analyzing the political environment.

Promotion: Advocating for particular policies or courses of action.

Prescription: Formulating specific decisions or rules.

Invocation: Applying the decision to specific cases.

Application: Implementing the decision.
e Appraisal: Evaluating the effectiveness of the decision.

e Termination: Ending or modifying the decision.

This model emphasizes that decision-making is a dynamic and iterative process, not a
singular event. Each stage is influenced by the actions of various political actors and the
prevailing political context, directly impacting the "who gets what, when, and how."

The Evolution of Lasswell's Thought and its



Legacy

Harold Lasswell's intellectual journey was one of continuous refinement and expansion of
his ideas. While his core definition of politics remained a touchstone, his later work delved
deeper into the psychological dimensions of political behavior, the role of elites, and the
study of political systems. He was a strong advocate for the use of scientific methodologies
in political science, contributing to the rise of empirical research and quantitative
analysis.

Lasswell's legacy is profound. He is credited with popularizing the study of propaganda,
political communication, and the psychology of political action. His analytical framework
continues to be a foundational tool for students and scholars of politics, providing a clear
and actionable lens through which to view the complexities of political life. His emphasis
on outcomes and processes remains highly relevant in understanding contemporary
political challenges.

Criticisms and Limitations of Harold Lasswell's
Definition

Despite its widespread influence, Harold Lasswell's definition of politics has also faced
criticism. Some scholars argue that the definition is too narrowly focused on conflict and
distribution, potentially overlooking the cooperative and consensus-building aspects of
politics. The emphasis on "getting" might also imply a zero-sum game, where one group's
gain is necessarily another's loss, which may not always be the case.

Another criticism is that the definition can be overly descriptive, focusing on the "what is"
of politics rather than the "what ought to be." It primarily explains the mechanics of power
and resource allocation but doesn't inherently offer a normative judgment or a blueprint
for ideal governance. Some also argue that the definition can overlook the systemic and
structural factors that shape political outcomes, focusing more on individual actors and
their immediate actions.

Contemporary Relevance of Harold Lasswell's
Definition of Politics

In today's complex and rapidly changing world, Harold Lasswell's definition of politics
remains remarkably relevant. The challenges of wealth inequality, access to healthcare,
environmental protection, and the distribution of digital resources all fit squarely within
the "who gets what, when, and how" paradigm. The definition provides a powerful
framework for analyzing contemporary political debates and understanding the underlying
power dynamics at play.



From election campaigns to international trade agreements, the core questions Lasswell
posed continue to guide our understanding of political processes. The ongoing discussions
about social justice, economic redistribution, and the allocation of public goods
underscore the enduring utility of his concise yet comprehensive definition. The digital
age, with its new forms of influence and distribution, further highlights the need for such
analytical tools.

Harold Lasswell Definition of Politics: A Final
Synthesis

Harold Lasswell's definition of politics as "who gets what, when, and how" offers a potent
and enduring framework for understanding the fundamental nature of political activity. It
shifts the focus from abstract theories of governance to the practical realities of power,
influence, and the distribution of resources within a society. By dissecting the "who"
(actors), the "what" (stakes), the "when" (timing), and the "how" (mechanisms), we gain a
clearer insight into the dynamics that shape our collective lives.

While acknowledging potential criticisms regarding its focus and normative implications,
the heuristic value of Lasswell's definition is undeniable. It serves as a vital analytical tool
for students, scholars, and citizens alike, enabling them to critically assess political
processes and outcomes. The enduring relevance of the Harold Lasswell definition of
politics lies in its ability to illuminate the perpetual struggle for power and the
consequential allocation of societal resources, making it a cornerstone of political science.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core of Harold Lasswell's definition of
politics?

Harold Lasswell famously defined politics as 'who gets what, when, and how.' This
emphasizes the distribution of power and resources within society.

How does Lasswell's definition address conflict in
politics?

The '‘who gets what, when, and how' framework inherently acknowledges that politics
involves competing interests and struggles over resources, implying that conflict is a
central element.

What are the implications of 'who gets what' in
Lasswell's definition?

This phrase highlights the outcome of political processes - the allocation of benefits,



rights, and opportunities, and how these are distributed among different individuals and
groups.

Why is the 'when and how' aspect crucial to Lasswell's
definition?

The 'when and how' refers to the methods and timing of decisions and resource
distribution. It points to the processes, institutions, and power dynamics that shape
political outcomes.

Is Lasswell's definition universally accepted today?

While highly influential, Lasswell's definition is often seen as a foundational starting point
rather than a complete or exclusive explanation of politics. Modern analyses often
incorporate broader concepts like governance, deliberation, and ideology.

How can Lasswell's definition be applied to current
political events?

Lasswell's framework is useful for analyzing any political event by asking: Who are the key
actors? What resources or benefits are at stake? What are the processes and timelines
involved in their distribution, and how are these decisions made?

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Harold Lasswell's definition of politics, with descriptions:

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

This is the foundational text where Lasswell famously defined politics as "who gets what,
when, how." The book delves into the power dynamics and resource distribution that
characterize political processes. It examines how different groups and individuals vie for
influence and control over societal resources. Lasswell's analysis provides a framework for
understanding the core mechanisms of political decision-making and its outcomes.

2. The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills

This seminal work explores the concentration of power in American society, arguing that a
small, interconnected group of individuals in government, military, and business makes
the most significant decisions. Mills directly engages with Lasswell's concept by showing
who is disproportionately benefiting and how they maintain their advantage. The book
highlights how these elites shape national policy and influence societal direction. It
provides a critical lens on the unequal distribution of "what" that is at the heart of politics.

3. State and Revolution by Vladimir Lenin

Lenin, heavily influenced by Marxist thought, examines the nature of the state as an
instrument of class oppression. His work, while ideologically driven, addresses Lasswell's
"who" by identifying the ruling class and its methods of control. He details how the state
enforces the will of the dominant class and argues for a revolutionary overthrow to change
this dynamic. The book is a powerful statement on the struggle for power and the control



of resources through political means.

4. The Prince by Niccolo Machiavelli

Machiavelli's classic treatise offers pragmatic advice on acquiring and maintaining
political power, regardless of morality. It directly tackles the "how" of politics by focusing
on effective strategies and tactics for rulers. The book implicitly addresses "who gets
what" by outlining how leaders can secure and expand their dominion over resources and
subjects. It is a foundational text for understanding power as the central pursuit in
political life.

5. Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville

Tocqueville's enduring analysis of American society explores the principles and practices
of democracy and their impact on the distribution of power. He observes who participates
in the political process and how their involvement shapes the societal outcomes of "what"
is allocated. The book examines the role of institutions, customs, and public opinion in the
ongoing negotiation of political power. It offers a comparative perspective on how
different systems manage the acquisition and exercise of influence.

6. Theories of Political Process: Structures, Issues, and Actors by David Easton

Easton presents a systems approach to political science, defining politics as the
authoritative allocation of values for a society. This definition resonates with Lasswell's
framework by emphasizing the process through which "what" is distributed and the
mechanisms how it happens. The book explores the different structures, issues, and actors
involved in making and implementing these authoritative decisions. It provides a
comprehensive overview of the dynamics that drive political systems.

7. Capitalism and Freedom by Milton Friedman

Friedman, a Nobel laureate economist, argues for the importance of free markets and
limited government intervention in society. His work inherently deals with Lasswell's
definition by addressing who benefits from different economic and political systems and
how those systems distribute "what." He advocates for a political order that maximizes
individual freedom and economic prosperity through voluntary exchange. The book offers
a strong perspective on how economic policy is intertwined with political power and
resource allocation.

8. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes

Hobbes's seminal work lays out a theory of political authority and social order, arguing for
a sovereign power to prevent a "war of all against all." His focus is on how a strong state
can maintain order, implicitly dealing with who holds that power and what the
consequences are for society. The book grapples with the fundamental problem of power
and its role in ensuring collective security. It explores the trade-offs individuals make in
relinquishing certain freedoms for protection.

9. The Civic Culture by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba

This groundbreaking study examines the relationship between political systems and the
psychological orientations of citizens. It investigates who participates in politics and how
their attitudes and beliefs influence the distribution of "what" through the political
process. The book explores how different civic cultures foster varying levels of political
engagement and the resulting impact on governance. It offers insights into the underlying
social and psychological factors that shape political outcomes.
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