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What is ‘politics’? 
One of the most memorable definitions of what politics is comes from Lasswell in 1936. He stated that the essence of politics was ‘who gets what, when and how’. Such a definition is clearly concerned with ‘resources’ and their distribution; however, ‘politics’ or the ‘political’ use of something like sport is much broader. Within the academic discipline of politics and political science there is contestation around whether the study of politics ought to restrict itself to the analysis of the formal operation of politics, its institutions and the sphere of government, or be driven by a definition of politics which ‘sees it (the “political”) as a social process that can be observed in a variety of settings’ (Stoker and Marsh, 2002: 9; see also Hay, 2002: 69; Leftwich, 2004). The latter understanding of politics highlights the power relations between individuals: be it state and subject, husband and wife, employer and employee and so on; wherever power lies, politics is said to be present. This is the meaning of ‘politics’ (Box 1.1) used in the present volume and it goes far beyond simply the institutions or ideologies of government. Whichever definition of politics is used in the study of politics, most commentators agree that scholars are bound by their ‘concern with the analysis of the origins, forms, distribution and control of power’ (Leftwich, 2004: 2). From this concern derive other central concepts such as authority, legitimacy, government and governance (see Houlihan, 2008), all of which will recur in the chapters that follow.
Box 1.1. What is ‘politics’?
In general, there are two ways of understanding the term. First, it refers to the formal institutions of government (parliament, government departments, ministers, the president or prime minister and so on) and the ideologies that underpin different political stances. Second, a much broader understanding of the ‘political’ includes everything to do with power, power relations, the distribution and origin of power. So, wherever there are power relations in society, ‘politics’ is said to exist. A good example is the funding for Olympic sports in many states. Increasingly, National Sports Organizations (NSOs) are set ‘targets’ by governments or by bodies or committees close to government. If targets are not met, funding is reduced. There is nothing apolitical about this asymmetrical relationship (see Chapter 8 for more on the governance of sport).
