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Definition of politics is a term that has been explored by many scholars, but one of the most
influential definitions comes from Harold D. Lasswell, a prominent political scientist and
communication theorist. Lasswell's perspective on politics is both comprehensive and insightful,
encapsulating the essence of political behavior and its broader implications in society. In this article,
we will delve into Lasswell's definition of politics, examining its components, significance, and the
impact it has had on political science as a discipline.

Understanding Harold Lasswell's Definition of Politics

Harold Lasswell formulated a definition of politics that is succinct yet profound: "Politics is who gets
what, when, and how." This definition is foundational in political science and offers a lens through
which to analyze power dynamics, resource distribution, and the mechanisms of governance.

The Components of Lasswell's Definition

Lasswell's definition can be broken down into three key components:

1. Who: This refers to the actors involved in the political process, including individuals, groups,
institutions, and governments. Understanding 'who' is central to analyzing power relations and
political behavior.

2. What: This component pertains to the resources or benefits that are being distributed. It
encompasses a wide range of elements, including wealth, power, rights, and services.

3. When and How: This aspect deals with the timing and methods of distribution. It raises questions
about the processes and procedures through which decisions are made and resources allocated,
highlighting the significance of political institutions and frameworks.



The Significance of Lasswell's Definition

Lasswell's definition is significant for several reasons:

1. Clarity and Precision: The simplicity of the phrase allows for a clear understanding of the political
process. It cuts through complex political jargon and focuses on the essential elements of power
distribution.

2. Broad Applicability: This definition is applicable to various political systems, whether democratic,
authoritarian, or somewhere in between. It can be used to analyze local, national, and international
politics.

3. Focus on Power Dynamics: By emphasizing 'who' gets 'what,' Lasswell's definition highlights the
inherent power struggles within society. It encourages scholars and practitioners to investigate the
motivations behind political actions and decisions.

Implications for Political Analysis

Lasswell's definition has profound implications for political analysis. It invites researchers to explore
several dimensions of politics:

- Power Structures: Understanding the different actors involved in politics allows for an analysis of
power structures and hierarchies within society. Who holds power? How is it exercised? These
questions are central to political inquiry.

- Resource Allocation: The definition prompts an examination of how resources are allocated and
who benefits from these distributions. It raises important questions about equity, justice, and the
role of government in managing these processes.

- Decision-Making Processes: The 'when' and 'how' aspect encourages the study of decision-making
processes in politics. It leads to investigations into institutional frameworks, electoral processes, and
public policy formation.

Lasswell's Contributions to Political Science

Lasswell's work extends beyond his definition of politics; he made several important contributions to
the field of political science:

1. Political Communication: Lasswell is known for his pioneering work in the field of political
communication. He argued that communication plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion and
political behavior. His famous model of communication highlights the importance of understanding
the sender, message, medium, receiver, and effect.

2. Policy Analysis: Lasswell was one of the early advocates for policy analysis as a distinct field of
study. He believed that political scientists should engage in evaluating policies and their impacts on
society, thus bridging the gap between theory and practice.



3. Psychoanalysis and Politics: His interdisciplinary approach incorporated insights from psychology
into political analysis, exploring how individual behavior and motivations influence political actions.
This perspective laid the groundwork for the development of political psychology as a subfield.

Critiques of Lasswell's Definition

While Lasswell's definition of politics is widely accepted, it has faced critiques from various quarters:

- Oversimplification: Critics argue that the definition oversimplifies the complexity of political life.
Politics is not solely about competition for resources; it involves values, ethics, and cultural contexts
that are not captured in the phrase.

- Neglect of Ideology: Some scholars believe that Lasswell's definition neglects the role of ideology
in politics. Political beliefs and ideologies significantly shape who gets what and how, and the
definition does not account for this factor.

- Focus on Power Relations: The emphasis on power dynamics may lead to a deterministic view of
politics, where power struggles overshadow other essential elements such as cooperation,
consensus-building, and civic engagement.

Contemporary Relevance

Despite the critiques, Lasswell's definition of politics remains relevant in contemporary political
discourse. It provides a framework for analyzing modern political issues, including:

1. Globalization: In an increasingly interconnected world, questions of who gets what at a global
level have become paramount. Lasswell's definition can be applied to analyze international relations,
trade agreements, and global governance.

2. Social Movements: The dynamics of social movements can be understood through the lens of
Lasswell's definition. Who mobilizes for change, what resources are at stake, and how are demands
articulated and negotiated?

3. Digital Politics: The rise of social media and digital communication has transformed political
engagement. Lasswell’s focus on communication highlights the importance of understanding how
information is disseminated and how it influences political outcomes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Harold Lasswell's definition of politics—"who gets what, when, and how"—provides a
foundational understanding of the political process. It emphasizes the significance of power
dynamics, resource allocation, and decision-making methods. While it has faced critiques for its
simplicity and potential oversights, the definition remains a vital tool for political analysis in various
contexts. Lasswell's contributions to political communication, policy analysis, and the integration of
psychological insights into political behavior have enriched the field, making his work indispensable



for scholars and practitioners alike. As we navigate the complexities of contemporary politics,
Lasswell’s insights continue to resonate, encouraging us to critically examine the structures and
processes that shape our political realities.

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
resources and power in society.

How does Lasswell's definition of politics relate to power
dynamics?
Lasswell's definition underscores the importance of power dynamics in politics, focusing on how
decisions are made regarding resource allocation and authority.

Why is Harold Lasswell's definition of politics considered
relevant today?
It remains relevant as it encapsulates the fundamental questions of governance and resource
distribution that are central to modern political discourse and analysis.

What are the implications of Lasswell's definition for political
science?
Lasswell's definition has shaped political science by framing the study of politics around the
allocation of resources, influencing research on policy-making and governance.

How does Lasswell's approach differ from traditional views of
politics?
Unlike traditional views that may focus on political institutions or ideologies, Lasswell's approach is
pragmatic and centered on the outcomes of political processes.

Can Lasswell's definition be applied to contemporary political
issues?
Yes, Lasswell's definition can be applied to contemporary issues such as social justice, resource
distribution, and electoral politics, as it provides a lens to analyze power relations.
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