
POLI1025 Power and Governance 
 
Week One: What is power? What is truth? An overview 
 
Lecture 
 
What is power? 
- The capacity to make people do things they wouldn't otherwise do. 
- The more power an individual or group has, the more influence over more people 

they might exercise. 
- Power can be used for good. 
 
Dimensions of Power 
- Political system - institutions, parties, lobby groups 
- Organisations - religious, with in a uni course, etc 
- Interpersonal relationships 
 
Formal authority - who is most powerful in Australia 
Informal power - who is most powerful in your life 
 
Talking truth to power 
- What is really going on?  
- How do we explain what is happening? 
- Can we do better? 
- ‘In times of universal deceit, telling the truth will be a revolutionary act.’ 
 
Governance 
To govern means to rule, administer, control, direct, oversee, manage, reign, 
regulate. This can be common to the government, organisations, businesses, 
university and non government organisations. 
 
Workshop 
 
Who am I? 
I’m Cara, I'm studying social work. I was studying nursing for 1.5 years but 
switched to social work because I think its more suited to me.  
 
Edmond studied at Blackburn high school and is studying Urban planning because 
its a multi disciplinary course and he enjoys learning about geography, history, 
politics, design, etc. 
 
What does power look like so I can have it? what does it consist of? who has it? 
how can I have it? 
 
- political power - changing the law 
- image - charisma 
- money = influence - Gina Reinhart 
- knowledge and education 



- gender, race, privilege, age - middle aged white man 
- military power - power over countries and wars 
- fear - Isis, violence 
- confidence to control a group 
- media/social media - information 
 
‘Power’ is a word we use all the time without ever really stopping to consider what 
power is. What does power mean? Why should power be something we ponder, let 
alone concern ourselves with?  The theorist Max Weber talked about power as the 
capacity to make people do things they wouldn’t otherwise do. In this sense, we 
think of power as a bad thing. We have all been in situations in which other have 
more power than us and, as a direct consequence, they get ‘their’ way. ‘Power’ is 
about our ability to do things and to influence others to do things as we want them 
done. 
  
That said, what about the use of power for good? Further, cannot power be divided 
among many people? Isn’t power derived from ‘the people’ the very basis of 
democracy?  Other theorists who have questioned the basis of power argue we 
need to speak ‘truth’ when talking to, and about, power. The idea of ‘truth’ is deeply 
connected to power – or at least being able to work out just what power is; when it 
is a good thing; and when it isn’t. Power is the ability to do both good and bad. For 
example power allows us to realise our potential and fulfil our most basic needs. 
 • We have the power to lift weights(given muscles in our arms); 
 • We can read books because of our ability to use eyes / brains and to match 

signs and meanings; 
 • We can buy and eat food because of knowledge of cultivation, processing 

and the free market system that allows the exchange of goods for money; 
However: 
 • We can make people do as we tell them because of the threat of force that 

will be used against them if they do not do as we tell them; 
 • We can constrain people’s behaviour and activities due to the ability to 

define certain activities as criminal; 
 • We can persuade – if not scare – people into doing as we want because we 

have the ability to influence how they see events unfolding in the community 
via control of media (and manipulation, or covering up, of the truth). 

Truth involves, at a minimum, asking three questions and getting solid, justified 
answers to them: 
 1 What is really going on? 
 2 How do we explain what is happening? 
 3 Can we do better? 
 
	


