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Power in political and social life is not an object. It is a force that is directed toward accomplishing ends 
or moving people and objects to desired consequences. As one political scientist put it: in a basic sense 
power is the “production of intended effects.” Even so, this does not explain what power is and how it 
evolves in all people.  
 
First, Power is a need. All human beings must have some sense of their own personal “power.” This 
means a kind of confidence, and a sense of their own capabilities to survive, accomplish goals and take 
risks when necessary. This risk taking may be very personal (e.g. the risk we take when falling in love), or 
it can be the kind of risk we take when running for office, going to college, or taking a political position. 
There are no guarantees, so on what basis is one willing to take such risks? In part it derives from the 
evolved internal sense we all have of our own personal ability, or power.  

Second, even personal power is derived from human perceptions and relationships. For example, 
all human beings evolve their personal sense of power based on their life experiences, their early 
childhood upbringing, innate faculties and accidents of lived experience.  

So, in the social and political sense, Power needs to be understood as a relationship or set of 
relationships, based on the perceptions of all involved in the process expressing power. No one has power 
over another unless the other perceives that the person in power has some quality which requires we grant 
that power. To see it another way, we can begin with the classic definition:  
 
Power is A getting B to do what A wants. (Very simple)  

The question is: why does B do what A wants?  
Answer:  

B does what A desires because B perceives that A has something or some reason that motivates B to 
do what A desires. (More complex)  
 
Power is thus a relationship based on perception of people and these perceptions are built on motives and 
resources. The resources and motives of people involved become what are often called the different types 
of Power. For example, B follows A’s leadership or does what A wants because B perceives that A: 
is wise and an expert  
is fearsome and strong 

 is heavily armed and threatening 
is compassionate 
because B wants to be like A 
because B loves A 
is persuasive  
will give a reward  
will provide a penalty  
because A is authorized by law and legal position and right  
because A expresses goals in a way that motivates B to follow 
is beautiful or handsome… etc.  
 
 

Ultimately the relationships of
Power between people are the 
result of what people believe, 
and no person ever has power 
unless it is given to them in 
some manner by others.


