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Power: Power Over or Power To

——The Core Debate in Contemporary Studies of the Concept of Power

Guo Li
(School of Political Science & International Relations, Tongji University, ShangHai)

Abstract: The debate between power over and power to is the core dispute in contemporary studies of the concept of
power. Power over regards power as a domination relationship of one actor over another. By contrast, power to views
power as the capacity of actors to achieve their goals, which does not necessarily involve domination over other actors.
This paper systematically sorts out and analyzes this core debate. Starting with Hanna Pitkin’s dualistic debate on power,
this paper traces the intellectual history of the debate, and then focuses on the contemporary Western academic
controversy between power to and power over. It finds that the debate has shifted from an either—or opposition to a
dialectical unity at the epistemological level. Therefore, this paper holds that power over and power to are not mutually
exclusive opposite views, but two analytical dimensions of the same power phenomenon. They complement each other
and jointly constitute the theoretical basis for understanding the complex phenomenon of power.

Keywords: concept of power ; power over ; power to
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