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INTRODUCTION TO THE 
REVELATIONS EDITION



Power: A Radical View began its surprisingly long life as a very short book (now the first chapter of this one) in 1974, and its third edition, incorporating a series of revisions, elaborations and applications, appeared in 2021 − four years ago as I write this introduction to its republication. What I aim to do here is to take stock of how I now see its arguments and claims, in the light of the various criticisms and reactions it has evoked and other related accounts of and debates about power over the years since it first appeared. For whom is it written and who should read it? I suggest that any reader new to the book’s arguments and to those debates should skip this introduction and, if so inclined, go straight to the first chapter and maybe turn to it later – if for no other reason than that the journey it records might be more interesting, and would in any case make more sense that way.

Much has happened in the world in those four years since 2021; it is as though history has suddenly speeded up. I cannot resist using Antonio Gramsci’s often-quoted sentence, despite the vastly different context, to describe the present moment: ‘[t]he crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear’ (Gramsci 1971: 276). Two developments in particular appear to be transforming our world: the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States in an ever more reactionary, authoritarian world, and the exponential growth of hyperconnectivity through social media, together with current developments supposedly hurtling towards the emergence of advanced generative AI. In what ways do these developments bear upon how we are to think about power?

I will here start with what we mean by ‘power’ at its most general, in abstraction from any particular context. Then I will turn to what mostly interests us when we speak of power in social and political life. The book proposes that power is best viewed three-dimensionally. The suggestion is that doing so enables one to see further and deeper (which is what I meant and mean by ‘radical’ when writing of a ‘radical view’). After all, if you can view something in three dimensions, why would you settle for only one or two? I will indicate what viewing social and political power three-dimensionally amounts to and conclude by suggesting ways in which exploring the third dimension − the theme of the fifth chapter − needs to be taken further in the light of the transformative changes taking place in our world, referred to above.

Power at its ‘thinnest’ (Abend 2019, Kirchin 2013) − most abstracted from any context and presuppositions − simply amounts to the capacity of some source to produce effects of some kind. We speak of horsepower, electric power, brain power and market power. We are interested in it − in locating it, harnessing or restricting it, and assessing its extent, even quantifying it when we can – when we see those effects as significant in one way or another. In social and political life, we are interested in power when it consists in the capacity to secure the compliance of another or others − whether or not this works to their advantage or to their disadvantage, or neither. Consider the following three ways of conceiving how power works. First, we tend to talk and think about power when the powerful are seen as, in one way or another, able to bring others under their sway or control, subordinating them and perhaps (but not necessarily) disadvantaging them or acting against their wishes or interests. That idea is captured by the locution ‘power over’. Sometimes, second, we focus on power as cooperative and constructive, of actors acting together, in concert or in solidarity, combining to achieve shared outcomes, when we speak of ‘power with’. And third, the expression ‘power to’ suggests ‘empowerment’, focusing on what can enable actors to overcome hindrances and obstacles, rendering them capable of bringing about significant outcomes. All three ways are worth extensive analysis and discussion, and can, obviously, coexist and interrelate in any given situation. But what I summarize here and elaborate on throughout the book is the first of these understandings of power. We are to consider, in short, what it means to view power over another or others in three dimensions.


Debates about Power

Before doing so, however, I should draw readers’ attention to some other debates that the topic of power has generated. These debates are ongoing, with no resolution in sight that will satisfy all. Let me note in passing that I don’t see that as a matter for regret. Sometimes it may be that there is more to be gained by a dispute continuing than by either side prevailing. As I believe is the case here, the continuing debates can generate insights through the ongoing contestation that might otherwise not emerge. The contest may be perpetual because, as discussed in the text, the concepts in question are ‘essentially contested’ − that is, concepts ‘the proper use of which inevitably involves endless disputes about their proper uses on the part of their users’ (Gallie 1956: 169).

Alongside the debate over power itself, to which the arguments in this book have contributed and to which we will turn, I have in mind those over domination and over exploitation and the discussion over the nature and ethics of nudging. Power is, in a sense, basic in all three cases, since each of these is a way in which the social power of some over others is at work.

In the domination debate (among political philosophers and intellectual historians), the key idea is the so-called ‘neorepublican’ notion of freedom as independence or non-domination. Drawing inspiration from classical republicanism, it views freedom as the absence of dependence on the arbitrary or uncontrolled will of others − not just as non-interference, or the mere absence of physical or coercive constraint (Skinner 2025). Freedom as non-domination is robust across counterfactuals, across variations in how far others are hostile or friendly. Doors are open and the doorkeepers are restrained. You recognize it when people ‘securely enjoy resources and possessions to the point . . . where they can look each other in the eye’, when they are free from ‘the fear or deference that a power of interference might inspire’ (Pettit 212: 105, 84). Domination, in short, is ‘a kind of power, and usually social power, over other people’ (McCammon 2018) − an asymmetric interrelationship involving imposition and an imbalance of social power; it is arbitrary or uncontrolled and relatively stable over time; and it is morally serious, constituting grounds for resentment and indignation on the part of those subject to it (who, however, may not experience these because they see it as legitimate). The domination debate is entirely agent-focused, involving disagreements about what counts as ‘arbitrary’. Extended to cover patriarchy, colonialism and various forms of private, social and public tyranny, the unifying theme is that to have ‘a master − good, bad or indifferent − is to be dominated’; that is ‘subject to the will or pleasure or the power holder’ (Lovett 2012: 121, 112). And domination is an ever-present potential at work, even when dormant and unactualized.

In the exploitation debate (mainly among Marxism-influenced economists, and analytic-Marxist and liberal philosophers), the key idea is extraction of surplus from the labour of others: exploiters benefit from what the exploited produce, often, and typically under capitalism, with their willing consent. On the Marx-derived view, surplus value is extracted from workers even if they are paid a fair wage by the standards of the capitalist system because the means of production are owned by a few. Exploitation in general exists because capitalists own assets and don’t have to work, while workers lack them and must work for others (Roemer 1982). This unequal ownership is perpetuated by power, seen as structural or institutionalized, in the form of the ‘mute compulsion’ (Mau 2023) of the relations of production. On a liberal view, there is no exploitation if the consent is genuinely voluntary and mutually beneficial, as expressed in contracts, unless there is force, fraud or deception. Some, however, see such consent as merely formal and so not genuine when given by those unfairly disadvantaged because of a weak bargaining position or because they are ill-informed, desperate or lack better alternatives (Wertheimer 1996). Theories of exploitation are concerned with the control and distribution of the surplus from transactions that are mutually beneficial and consensual, and the debate has been over what nonetheless can make them exploitative, and perhaps the most plausible ties it to domination, as the abuse of power where A exploits B if A benefits from a transaction in which A dominates B. On this account, exploitation ‘is the dividend A extracts from B’s servitude’ (Vrousalis 2023: 73).

The debate over ‘nudging’ is over the power to influence people’s choices by designing environments that steer their decisions, without restricting their options, imposing significant costs or changing their incentives. Nudging is defended on the grounds that it enables them to make better decisions, in their own interests, enabling them to avoid errors, procrastination and risks. Critics argue that it bypasses rational deliberation by exploiting cognitive biases and involves manipulation without their awareness. Is this an abuse of power, a covert kind of control, a form of libertarian paternalism, deciding what is best for people independently of their own judgement? Is it effective in the longer run? Does it reinforce inequality, working to the advantage of governments, corporations and employers? Who gets to nudge whom? Or can one see nudging as a beneficent, albeit paternalistic, form of power over others, serving their interests? Should we not recognize the case for paternalism and accept that people are driven by cognitive biases and poor reasoning? Or is nudging inherently manipulative, violating people’s autonomy, using psychological trickery, relying on people’s biases rather than seeking to ‘boost’ their decision-making and reasoning capacities across different contexts? Research, it is reported, shows that teaching people simple actionable skills, such as understanding risks and probabilities, can outperform nudge-based interventions (Grigorenzer 2015 and Grigorenzer et al. 2018).

Turning now to the debate over power itself, we should recall that viewing power three-dimensionally is to go beyond what is apparent because it is directly observable. The first dimension reveals what is overt: what is, so to speak, on the surface, answering the question: Who prevails when there is an observable conflict or resistance? Conflicts can range from the interpersonal to the international, and from battles of will to decision-making situations. One-dimensional power can be explicitly coercive, where people comply because threat induces fear. Or it may simply consist in winning by following a power-conferring procedure such as voting, where one side defeats the other. In the second dimension, power is covert, but still observable: what, upon investigation, becomes observable is how the surface is configured from beneath, determining what is at stake when there is observable conflict on the surface. Who decides what is to be decided and what excluded? Grievances may be suppressed or neglected. Who controls the agenda? This has been called the ‘mobilization of bias’.

As for viewing power in the third dimension, exploring what lies beyond direct observation is what it requires and invites, revealing what is hidden or latent. This is therefore especially challenging to the social scientist seeking empirical evidence for its presence. When speaking of power, we always mean, I assume, to attribute it to agents (individual or collective), not impersonal structures or forces (as in the writings of Michel Foucault), but it may exist without being deliberately exercised and, when it secures the compliance of another or others, that may serve the desires and purposes of the powerful or else their interests. Consensus may seem to prevail: observable conflict and resistance may be concealed, in hiding, even largely absent, and compliance may only appear to be willing. Here people may want what others may want them to want and behave accordingly. In this dimension symbols and rituals − such as a flag and singing the national anthem − and cultural influences shaping what people believe, and are committed to, come into view.

Furthermore, the dimensions are mutually inseparable. Power viewed from within each significantly affects power viewed from within the others. For example, censorship can induce anticipatory compliance (what Timothy Snyder has called ‘obeying in advance’) as in the case of self-censorship, which can in turn lead to belief: people may be overtly coerced into accepting boundaries to what can be said within public discourse and then come to internal acceptance, even the embracing, of what those boundaries enclose. Conversely, symbols and rituals can incubate resistance to prevailing power relations, leading people eventually, when the circumstances look propitious, to engage in overt conflict, transgressing the boundaries and defying the coercive power of the powerful by overcoming their fear of their threats.

These three-dimensional features are present in the power exemplified in the three debates just considered. Neorepublican power as domination may lurk unexercised as an ever-present potential. And yet that potential may only be effective in inducing compliance if coercion, or force if coercion fails, is exercised from time to time (pour encourager les autres, as Voltaire so memorably put it). Exploitation is, as indicated, especially on the Marx-influenced account, a matter of impersonal compulsion not directly attributable to the agents who benefit from it, who may themselves be dominated. And the nudging may be built into the prevailing choice architecture and thus unattributable to any particular agent’s purposive manipulation.
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