
politics is who gets what when how

politics is who gets what when how is a concise yet profound definition that
encapsulates the essence of political science and the dynamics of power
distribution within societies. This phrase highlights the fundamental nature
of politics as the process through which resources, rights, opportunities,
and privileges are allocated among individuals and groups. Understanding this
concept requires exploring how political systems operate, the mechanisms of
decision-making, and the roles of various actors in shaping outcomes. This
article delves into the intricacies of this definition, examining its
origins, implications, and relevance in contemporary political discourse. It
also discusses the theoretical frameworks that underpin political allocation
and the practical aspects of governance and policy-making. By unpacking the
phrase "politics is who gets what when how," the article aims to provide a
comprehensive view of political processes and their impact on society.
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The Origin and Meaning of the Phrase

The phrase "politics is who gets what when how" was popularized by political
scientist Harold Lasswell in the mid-20th century. Lasswell’s definition
succinctly captures the allocation function of politics by emphasizing three
critical questions: who receives resources or benefits, at what time or under
what circumstances, and through what processes or means. This definition
moves away from viewing politics solely as conflict or ideology and instead
focuses on the practical outcomes of political activity.

Historical Context

Harold Lasswell introduced this definition during a period when political
science sought clearer analytical frameworks to study power and governance.
The phrase helped shift political analysis toward understanding the
distributional consequences of political decisions rather than merely
ideological debates. Since then, it has become foundational in political
science literature and education.

Key Elements Explained

The phrase breaks down into four essential components:

Who: Identifies the actors, groups, or individuals involved or affected



by political decisions.

Gets what: Refers to the allocation of resources, benefits, rights, or
opportunities.

When: Indicates the timing or conditions under which distribution
occurs.

How: Describes the mechanisms, processes, or institutions through which
allocations are made.

Understanding these components is vital to grasping the full scope of
political dynamics in any society.

The Role of Power and Authority

Politics fundamentally revolves around power and authority, which determine
who controls resources and decision-making. The phrase "politics is who gets
what when how" implicitly acknowledges that power asymmetries influence
allocation outcomes. Without power, groups or individuals cannot effectively
secure benefits or influence timing and processes.

Power as the Currency of Politics

Power in politics can take many forms, including coercive power, economic
influence, social capital, and institutional authority. Political actors
leverage power to negotiate, bargain, and enforce decisions that determine
resource distribution. The balance of power shapes not only who benefits but
also the mechanisms of allocation.

Authority and Legitimacy

Authority confers legitimacy on those who make political decisions.
Legitimate authority ensures that distribution processes are generally
accepted, reducing conflict and enhancing stability. Political authority can
be derived from constitutions, laws, traditions, or popular consent, all of
which influence the "how" in the phrase by defining procedural norms.

Mechanisms of Political Decision-Making

The phrase "politics is who gets what when how" also refers to the decision-
making processes that govern distribution. These mechanisms vary widely
across political systems and contexts, shaping the timing and methods of
allocation.

Institutions and Governance Structures

Political institutions such as legislatures, executives, courts, and
bureaucracies play critical roles in deciding who gets what. These bodies
establish rules, mediate conflicts, and enforce policies. Different



governance models—democratic, authoritarian, hybrid—dictate distinct
decision-making pathways and degrees of transparency and inclusiveness.

Negotiation and Bargaining

Politics often involves negotiation between competing interests. Bargaining
processes determine compromises and coalitions that influence allocation
outcomes. Interest groups, political parties, and civil society actors
participate in these negotiations, seeking to maximize their share of
resources or influence timing and procedures.

Policy Formulation and Implementation

Policy-making is central to operationalizing the "what" and "when" in
political distribution. Policies define the specifics of resource allocation,
eligibility criteria, timing of benefits, and modes of delivery. Effective
implementation requires coordination across multiple levels of government and
engagement with stakeholders.

Distribution of Resources and Policy
Implications

The core of the phrase concerns the distribution of tangible and intangible
resources, which has profound implications for social equity, economic
development, and political stability.

Types of Resources in Political Allocation

Resources distributed through politics include:

Economic benefits such as funding, subsidies, or taxation policies

Social services including education, healthcare, and welfare programs

Political rights like voting access, representation, and legal
protections

Cultural and symbolic resources such as recognition and status

The allocation of these resources impacts societal cohesion and individual
well-being.

Equity and Justice Considerations

Political allocation raises questions about fairness and justice. Who gets
what can reinforce or mitigate inequalities. Policies must balance competing
demands for efficiency, equity, and political feasibility. The distribution
methods and timing can either empower marginalized groups or perpetuate
systemic disadvantages.



Contemporary Applications and Examples

The phrase remains highly relevant in analyzing current political events and
policy debates. It provides a framework to assess how political actors
allocate resources in different contexts and the consequences thereof.

Electoral Politics and Resource Allocation

During elections, politicians promise particular distributions of resources
to secure votes. Campaign finance, patronage, and policy platforms illustrate
"who gets what when how" in action. The timing of resource delivery often
aligns with electoral cycles to maximize political support.

Public Policy and Social Programs

Governments use social programs to allocate resources based on political
priorities and public demands. Decisions about welfare expansion, healthcare
access, or infrastructure investment reflect political negotiations about
distribution and timing. The effectiveness of these policies depends on
transparent and equitable processes.

Global Politics and Resource Distribution

On the international stage, the phrase applies to diplomacy, trade
agreements, and aid distribution. Powerful nations influence who benefits
from global resources, when aid is provided, and how international rules are
enforced. This global dimension highlights the phrase’s versatility in
explaining resource allocation across different scales.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is who gets what,
when, how' mean?

The phrase means that politics is fundamentally about the distribution of
resources and power—deciding who receives certain benefits, at what time, and
through what processes or mechanisms.

Who originally coined the phrase 'politics is who
gets what, when, how'?

The phrase is often attributed to political scientist Harold Lasswell, who
described politics as the study of 'who gets what, when, how' in his analysis
of power and resource distribution.

How does the phrase 'who gets what, when, how' relate
to modern political decision-making?

It highlights that political decisions revolve around allocating resources



and benefits among different groups, determining timing and methods, which
influences policy outcomes and power dynamics.

Why is understanding 'who gets what, when, how'
important in political science?

Understanding this framework helps analyze how power operates, how interests
are negotiated, and how policies impact different segments of society.

Can the phrase 'politics is who gets what, when, how'
apply to international relations?

Yes, it applies to international relations as countries negotiate over
resources, trade, alliances, and conflicts, deciding who gains what benefits,
under what conditions, and by what means.

How does 'politics is who gets what, when, how'
explain political conflicts?

Conflicts often arise because different groups compete over limited resources
and benefits, disagreeing on who should get what, when, and how, leading to
political struggles and debates.

What role does timing ('when') play in the phrase
'who gets what, when, how'?

Timing affects political outcomes by determining when resources or policies
are allocated, which can influence effectiveness, public opinion, and power
balances.

How does the 'how' aspect influence political
processes according to the phrase?

The 'how' refers to the methods and procedures through which decisions are
made and resources are distributed, including laws, negotiations, elections,
and governance structures.

Is the phrase 'politics is who gets what, when, how'
still relevant in analyzing contemporary politics?

Yes, it remains a foundational concept in understanding political dynamics,
as the core issues of allocation, timing, and method continue to shape
political behavior and policy outcomes.

Additional Resources
1. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How by Harold D. Lasswell
This seminal work by Harold Lasswell outlines the fundamental question of
politics, defining it as the process through which societies decide who
receives resources, when they receive them, and how the distribution is
managed. Lasswell explores power dynamics, decision-making mechanisms, and
the roles of political institutions. The book provides a foundational



framework for understanding political behavior and policy outcomes.

2. The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups by
Mancur Olson
Olson’s influential book examines how individuals in groups work together—or
fail to—to obtain public goods. He explores the challenges of collective
action, especially how benefits are distributed and who bears the costs. The
work connects closely to political questions about resource allocation and
the role of group interests in shaping policy.

3. Who Gets What: The New Politics of Class by Lettie L. Lockhart
Lockhart investigates the distribution of economic resources and political
power in contemporary society. The book analyzes class structures and their
influence on political decisions, highlighting how economic status affects
access to benefits and opportunities. It offers insight into the interplay
between social stratification and political outcomes.

4. Theories of Democracy: A Critical Introduction by Frank Cunningham
This book provides a comprehensive overview of democratic theory, focusing on
how democratic systems decide who benefits from collective decisions.
Cunningham discusses various models of democracy and their implications for
resource distribution, participation, and governance. It serves as a guide to
understanding the normative and practical aspects of political allocation.

5. Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making by Deborah Stone
Stone explores the complexities and contradictions inherent in policy-making
processes. She argues that politics is not just about rational decisions but
also about values, symbols, and power struggles over who gets what, when, and
how. The book challenges traditional models of policy analysis by emphasizing
the role of narrative and conflict.

6. Power and Resources: Political Economy in a Comparative Perspective by
Linda Weiss
Weiss examines how political power and economic resources are distributed
across different countries and systems. The book analyzes the influence of
political institutions, social groups, and economic structures on resource
allocation. It highlights the importance of comparative analysis in
understanding political outcomes.

7. The Political Economy of Redistribution by Walter Korpi and Joakim Palme
This work delves into the mechanisms and politics behind the redistribution
of wealth and resources in welfare states. Korpi and Palme explore who
benefits from social policies and how political actors negotiate these
outcomes. The book combines empirical data with theory to explain the
distributional effects of policy.

8. Who Rules America? Power and Politics by G. William Domhoff
Domhoff provides a critical analysis of the power structures in the United
States, focusing on elite groups and their control over political and
economic resources. The book investigates how decisions about resource
distribution are influenced by social class, corporate interests, and
political networks. It offers a detailed look at who really gets what in
American politics.

9. The Politics of Redistribution by Torben Iversen
Iversen explores the political processes that determine redistribution
policies in advanced democracies. He analyzes how different electoral
systems, party competition, and social coalitions affect who receives
benefits and when. The book provides a theoretical and empirical assessment



of the factors shaping redistribution outcomes.
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frontperson, spokesperson and chief lyricist for The Clash, he played a major role in politicising a
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‘English Civil War’ and ‘London Calling’. At the heart of this protest was the struggle for social
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icons.
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between the politics of place and redistributive outcomes are explored in theory, empirical analysis,
and case studies of the USA, Germany, and Argentina.
  politics is who gets what when how: Media Power, Media Politics Mark J. Rozell, Jeremy D.
Mayer, 2008-08-15 Media Power, Media Politics, Second Edition, examines the role and influence of

http://www.devensbusiness.com/archive-library-602/pdf?title=politics-is-who-gets-what-when-how.pdf&trackid=ZaV00-1519
http://www.devensbusiness.com/archive-library-810/files?docid=idW85-7888&title=word-problem-clue-words.pdf
http://www.devensbusiness.com/archive-library-810/files?docid=idW85-7888&title=word-problem-clue-words.pdf
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do politicians, get a bad press? • How do we study non-traditional forms of politics? Assuming no
prior knowledge, this lively and engaging guide is the perfect introduction to the academic study of
politics.
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stand as a barrier to entry for anyone not in the business. The onset of social media has only made
that barrier higher, as insiders tweet furiously to one another in a language most of us can't even
understand. Everyday Americans and even political junkies need a how-to manual for understanding
what words matter in this arena and why. Enter Brother Chris Cillizza and The Gospel According to
the Fix--an essential guide to the wonderfully odd religion of politics. Based on his highly popular
blog, The Gospel According to the Fix will teach you something new about politics, no matter who
you are and whom you know. In our torturous political climate, this Gospel is the one true source for
comprehending what the heck is going on in DC. Chapter and verse, this political Gospel will include
parables the likes of: • Why Ron Paul’s candidacy is a lot like the TV show Friday Night Lights •
What it takes to be Richard Ben Cramer and write the political classic What It Takes • The top ten
negative campaign ads of all time • The top ten issues candidates should be discussing but aren’t
because of the economy • The dos and don’ts of surviving a political sex scandal
  politics is who gets what when how: On Being a Language Teacher Norma López-Burton,
Denise Minor, 2014-03-11 On Being a Language Teacher provides an innovative, personal approach
to second-language teaching. Through illustrative personal anecdotes, this text guides new and
aspiring language teachers through key pedagogical strategies while encouraging productive
reflection by classroom veterans. An ancillary website provides online videos to complement the text
by showing an experienced teacher applying the book’s lessons. In a market dominated by dense
theoretical approaches to language pedagogy, this text provides an instantly accessible, practical set
of teaching tools for educators at all levels. Its accessible style and affordability give it the flexibility
to serve as either a primary or a supplemental text for teaching assistants, students in credential
programs, or undergraduates in applied linguistics courses.
  politics is who gets what when how: Technocracy and the Epistemology of Human Behavior
Paul Gunn, 2022-11-10 In Power Without Knowledge: A Critique of Technocracy (2019), Jeffrey
Friedman presented a sweeping reinterpretation of modern politics and government as technocratic,
even in many of its democratic dimensions. Building on a new definition of technocracy as
governance aimed at solving social and economic problems, Friedman showed that the epistemic
demands that such governance places on political elites and ordinary people alike may be
overwhelming if technocrats fail to attend to the ideational heterogeneity of the human beings



whose control is the object of technocratic power. Yet a recognition of ideational heterogeneity
considerably complicates the task of predicting behavior, which is essential to technocratic
control—as Friedman demonstrated with pathbreaking critiques of the homogenizing strategies of
neoclassical economics, positivist social science, behavioral economics, and populist democratic
politics. In Technocracy and the Epistemology of Human Behavior, thirteen political theorists,
including Friedman himself, debate the implications of Power Without Knowledge for social science,
modern governance, the politics of expertise, post-structuralism, anarchism, and democratic theory;
and Friedman responds to his critics with an expansive defense of his vision of contemporary politics
and his political epistemology of ideationally diverse human beings. This book was originally
published as a special issue of the Critical Review.
  politics is who gets what when how: Inside the Political Mind Greg Power, 2024 Why have
efforts to strengthen quality of governance so often failed in some of the world's most troubled
states? Because they almost always ignore the human side of politics.
  politics is who gets what when how: Gender and Politics Jane H. Bayes, 2012-07-10 This
timely collection offers a fresh look on the impact of gender perspectives in the discipline of political
science at the beginning of the 21st century. Jane Bayes combats the Eurocentric focus that has
characterised both fields and suggests viable alternatives for the future of the disciplines.
  politics is who gets what when how: How to Journal Through Tough Times Tom Garz,
2022-12-09 It was hard writing this book, but I'm so glad I did. I've journaled for many years to help
sort myself out. I rarely share my journaling with others, since my thoughts and feelings are very
private to me. The Tough Times I chose to write/journal about in this book were my experiences
from 2015 to the Present – with the Political Turmoil, the Pandemic, and now with the Economy. I
didn't realize I had so much in me, bottled up, over recent events – until I started writing. I am
sharing My Story now, as an example of how I journal. In reading my book, you will get: A Brief
Overview of Journaling, especially how I do it; My Story including My Personal Advice to Self's to get
myself Through (and Out Of) Tough Times; 250 Writing Prompts to get you going on your Journaling;
Internet Search String Examples for you to find your own Writing Prompts related to your specific
Tough Times, e.g. sickness, loss, worry, loneliness, etc.; Encouragement all the way along for you as
you journal to get better and stay better. You might find, like I did, that if you fix the insides, the
outsides get better all on their own. I was going to title my book What Just Happened? Is Happening
Now, and Is Probably Going to Happen Again. – But that was just way too long. I like the title How to
Journal Through Tough Times better. What do you think? I hope you find my book useful. If not, I
sincerely wish you find what you're looking for.
  politics is who gets what when how: British Politics Richard S. Grayson, 2016-04-07 No one
saw it coming. No pundit, no pollster and no political leader predicted David Cameron’s
Conservative Party would win a majority of seats in Parliament and his three main opponents would
resign as party leaders. The consequences of the coalition also became clear as the Liberal
Democrats fell dramatically from grace, and lost their spot as Britain’s third party. And despite
Scotland voting ‘NO’ to independence in 2014, the election result also threatens the Union, with the
Scottish National Party winning all but three of the country’s seats. In this timely edition, Richard S.
Grayson analyses Britain’s changing political landscape, and explores the role of the media, the
European Union and the UK’s ‘special relationship’ with the US. Thorough and incisive, British
Politics: A Beginner’s Guide is the perfect introduction to the structure, parties and personalities of
British Government today.
  politics is who gets what when how: The Electrician , 1924
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  politics is who gets what when how: How Democracy Ends David Runciman, 2018-06-05
How will democracy end? And what will replace it? A preeminent political scientist examines the
past, present, and future of an endangered political philosophy Since the end of World War II,
democracy's sweep across the globe seemed inexorable. Yet today, it seems radically imperiled, even
in some of the world's most stable democracies. How bad could things get? In How Democracy Ends,



David Runciman argues that we are trapped in outdated twentieth-century ideas of democratic
failure. By fixating on coups and violence, we are focusing on the wrong threats. Our societies are
too affluent, too elderly, and too networked to fall apart as they did in the past. We need new ways of
thinking the unthinkable -- a twenty-first-century vision of the end of democracy, and whether its
collapse might allow us to move forward to something better. A provocative book by a major political
philosopher, How Democracy Ends asks the most trenchant questions that underlie the disturbing
patterns of our contemporary political life.
  politics is who gets what when how: The Labour Magazine , 1928
  politics is who gets what when how: The Journal of Education , 1915
  politics is who gets what when how: The Palgrave Handbook of Australian and New Zealand
Criminology, Crime and Justice Antje Deckert, Rick Sarre, 2017-11-03 This handbook engages key
debates in Australian and New Zealand criminology over the last 50 years. In six sections, containing
56 original chapters, leading researchers and practitioners investigate topics such as the history of
criminology; crime and justice data; law reform; gangs; youth crime; violent, white collar and rural
crime; cybercrime; terrorism; sentencing; Indigenous courts; child witnesses and children of
prisoners; police complaints processes; gun laws; alcohol policies; and criminal profiling. Key
sections highlight criminological theory and, crucially, Indigenous issues and perspectives on
criminal justice. Contributors examine the implications of past and current trends in official data
collection, crime policy, and academic investigation to build up an understanding of
under-researched and emerging problem areas for future research. An authoritative and
comprehensive text, this handbook constitutes a long-awaited and necessary resource for dedicated
academics, public policy analysts, and university students.
  politics is who gets what when how: Crime Control, Politics and Policy Peter Benekos,
2014-09-25 This book reviews concepts, information and points of view that help to explain the
context and constraints of the criminal justice system. The chapters summarize developments in
public policy and crime control, and interweave themes central to the discussion: the impact of
ideology, the role of the media, and the politicization of crime and criminal justice.
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