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WHAT IS POWER?

üWho gets what
üWho does what 
üWho decides what and
üWho frames the agenda

Adapted from Rao & Kelleher, 2002 

Power is the capacity of different  
individuals and social groups to 
decide:
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POWER OPERATES IN THREE SPACES:

Public spaces 
- visible in public 

institutions like the 
government, police, 

army, courts 

Within the SELF –
i.e., self-esteem, 

confidence, agency -
The “intimate” space 

Private spaces –
within the clan, 

household, family, 
marriage, and other 

relationships

Veneklasen & Miller, 2002SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020
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POWER HAS THREE “FACES”

Visible Power -
The power to control other 
people’s choices & actions

Invisible Power -
The power to frame the agenda, 
shape the way people feel and 

think

Hidden Power-
The power to control / influence 

others choices & actions indirectly  
- “behind the scenes” power 

Adapted from Veneklasen & Miller, 2002SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020
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VISIBLE POWER: 
POLITICAL LEADERS
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Visible Power: 
Violence
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HIDDEN POWER: SOCIAL 
NORMS
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HIDDEN POWER: 
SOCIAL MEDIA

SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020

8



INVISIBLE POWER:  IDEOLOGY
• The ideas we have internalized about what is 

wrong, right, “natural,” “normal” - often 
unconsciously

• The mechanism through which we are taught 
to consent to our own oppression or accept/ 
justify the oppression others

• Patriarchy, racism, casteism, neoliberal 
capitalism, heteronormativity, ableism – are 
all ideologies…  

• Not always written in a book!
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INVISIBLE POWER: DATA

We live in a world of 
“perennially flowing and ever-
expanding data” – we exist, 
are shaped, used, targeted and 
exploited as data - and we are 
barely aware of how our data 
is extracted, sold, used!

With grateful thanks to IT for ChangeSBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020
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POWER STRUCTURES ARISE WHEN SOME INDIVIDUALS / 
GROUPS GAIN GREATER CONTROL OVER RESOURCES:

Social Power 
Structure

Material 
resources

Human
resources

Knowledge 

resources

Intangible 
resources
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THE POWER STRUCTURE THEN CONSTRUCTS 
SOME “PILLARS”  TO SUSTAIN IT:

Ideologies
justifying inequality

Social Norms / 
Beliefs /Practices

Social  Institutions  

Social   
Power 

Structure

Material resources

Human resources

Knowledge 

resources

Intangible 
resources
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FINALLY, FEAR, THREATS & VIOLENCE ARE USED TO CONTAIN 
THREATS / PUNISH CHALLENGERS

Social Power 
Structure

Violence
Violence

Fear / Threats

Material 
resources

Human 
resources

Knowledge 

resources

Intangible 
resources

Social Norms / 
Beliefs /Practices

Social
Institutions  

Ideologies
justifying inequality
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THE BIG QUESTION:

WHY DO FEMINIST / SOCIAL JUSTICE 
ORGANIZATIONS ALSO PRACTICE 
POWER IN NEGATIVE WAYS?
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THE REASON IS SIMPLE:
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• We think that social change organizations should reflect, in their 
functioning and internal culture, the values and goals that they were 
set up to achieve

• But in reality, organizations are not rational entities – they are 
mirrors of the social contexts in which they are created

• So patriarchal, unequal, discriminatory societies produce 
patriarchal, unequal, discriminatory organizations 

• In social justice organizations, however, these inequalities, biases 
and privileges cannot be overt – they are hidden in what is called 
the “deep structure” of the organization 
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WHAT ARE 
ORGANIZATIONAL “DEEP 

STRUCTURES”?

Hidden, subtle ways in which  
people (often unconsciously)  
reproduce the power relations 
they are trying to change…
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EXAMPLES OF DEEP 
STRUCTURE DYNAMICS IN  
ORGANIZATIONS:
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Informal norms differ 
from formal rules

Informal groups have hidden 
power / influence 

Power under practices

Certain kinds of behaviour is 
valued, certain kinds 

penalised

Personal biases or social 
privileges are reproduced in the 

organization 

Informal / invisible 
processes influence 

decision-making
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POWER UNDER:
The reason why people 
who have suffered 
oppression become 
oppressive to others 
when they gain power… 
“victim power”
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UNDERSTANDING POWER UNDER
• This is the concept developed by Steven Wineman, a psychoanalyst, who treated 

people who had survived severe trauma or persistent oppression – violence, 
torture, abuse

• Wineman found that these experiences created what he called “powerless rage” in 
the survivors.  This rage, when unhealed, leads to the use of “power under” i.e., The 
belief that the only way to avoid being a victim is to become the oppressor 

• In organizations, power under is often evident in:

• The oppressive way people who have internalized victimhood use power when 
they gain positions of authority

• The way people in subordinate positions use manipulation and/or sabotage 
towards those they see as more powerful than themselves

19
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The unconscious belief 
that the only way to 
avoid being oppressed 
is to become the 
oppressor

20
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But we have a lot of evidence that it 
is not only severe trauma, but long-
term, systemic experiences of 
discrimination and marginalisation 
also leads to powerless rage and the 
practice of “power under”



IN ORGANIZATIONS, 
POWER UNDER CAN 
TAKE ANY OF THESE 

FORMS…
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Gossip, character 
assassination

Sycophancy, flattery, 
personal favours

Overt obedience, covert 
sabotage

People with 
internalized victim 
syndrome gaining  
leadership roles & 
practicing power 
oppressively

SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020



“WALKING THE CULTURAL DISTANCE”
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• Concept developed by organizational theorist 
Geoff Wood, based on his study for the World 
Bank of the poor “uptake” of anti-poverty 
programmes in Bangladesh 

• Wood found the implementation officials were 
practicing personal biases against the target 
groups (poor people are lazy and will waste the 
resources, poor women are uneducated and 
unskilled and can’t use loans effectively), putting 
off potential beneficiaries

• Wood concluded that these officials failed to 
“walk the cultural distance” from their personal 
beliefs to organizational values

SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020



THE REALITY IS THAT ORGANIZATIONS ALSO CONTAIN  
THREE SITES OF POWER: 

VISIBLE POWER:          
formal leadership & decision-

making structures, policies, rules

HIDDEN 
POWER:       

deep structures

INVISIBLE 
POWER:     

power under

SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020

23



HOW DO POWER STRUCTURES ARISE & OPERATE
IN ORGANIZATIONS?
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Human 
Resources

Financial 
Resources

Intangible 
Resources

Information 
Resources

Stated vision / 
mission

Formal rules / 
policies

Formal decision-
making processes

Organizational  
Power Structure

DEEP STRUCTURE

POWER UNDER

POWER UNDER

SBatliwala BUILD-ILS Oct 2020



25

• To transform organizational cultures and 
leadership practices requires recognizing 
and addressing all the forms of power 
operating within our organizations… AND 
OURSELVES!
•Not once in a while, but as an ongoing 

process…
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FIVE ESSENTIAL (ONGOING) STRATEGIES FOR 
TRANSFORMING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

2. Map & analyse
the deep structure 

dynamics in the 
organization 

3. Encourage & support 
each individual to work 
on the “self” / recognize 

& stop power under 
behaviour

4. Create transparent, 
accessible mechanisms & 

accountability for addressing 
deep structure dynamics

5. Periodically assess & hold 
people in formal leadership 

accountable for the quality of 
the internal environment 

1. Analyse & revise the 
formal policy / decision-

making framework & 
organizational hierarchy

SBatliwala-WaterAid-Sep2020
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DEEP STRUCTURE EXERCISE:
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Using the Buddha diagram as a guide, identify & analyse the deep structure dynamics in an organization where 
you have worked in and know well – you don’t have to name the organization, focus on the dynamics you 
witnessed / experienced. Specifically, discuss:

1. What were the deep structure dynamics going on, that you witnessed or perceived? (Voices heard, voices 
silenced; unwritten rules / “traditions” used to suppress new viewpoints; informal power groups; informal 
decision-making spaces influencing formal decisions; etc.

2. How were different forms of power and privilege – i.e., positional authority or lack thereof, place in the 
organizational hierarchy, formal or informal control over resources or people, race, class, nationality, 
ethnicity, caste, gender, gender identity / sexual expression, ability – impacting the organizational culture? 

3. How did these dynamics impact the internal organizational environment and the motivation of the people 
working within the organization? 

4. How did this internal environment affect the organization’s capacity to achieve its external goals? 

5. Pick of the deep structure dynamics you have identified – the most damaging one – and discuss how it 
could be handled to improve the organizational environment.



PERSONAL HISTORY WITH POWER EXERCISE:
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Instructions: 
This exercise helps us understand some of the factors that shape our attitude and relation to power – our own and 
others’ – and what may have influenced how we use power ourselves. The exercise requires between 20 – 30 
minutes – do take longer if you wish; find a quiet place and time to do it; and record your insights for yourself.
STEPS:
• Try to remember the first time in your life that you became aware of power between people – that some people 

have more power than others.  It could be an incident or experience  that happened at home, within the family, 
in school, on the playground, or elsewhere….Try to recall what specifically made you aware that power was at 
work in the interaction.

• Was it a positive or negative use of power?  How did you react when you witnessed or experienced this 
incident?

• Now, try to remember the first time you became aware of your own power in an interaction with others. Try to 
remember what specifically made you aware of your power in that interaction?

• Through childhood and our early adult years, we accumulate a number of such experiences of power (others’ 
and our own). How do you think your personal experiences with power influences the way you use power 
yourself in both organizational and personal life, and how you react to how others use their power?  



FURTHER RESOURCES:
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