
The Socratic Form of Power A Haimesian Definition

From examples to essence: a stress■tested account of what power
is, wherever agency exists.

Thesis. Power is not domination, status, strength, or mere potential. Power is the structural bridge
between will and the capacity to alter an agent’s accessible environment. This paper argues that the
Haimesian definition of power meets the Socratic demand for an essence■level definition by (1)
generalizing across cases, (2) explaining powerlessness, and (3) surviving the canonical paradox tests
(luck, self■power, restraint).

Core definition (refined).
Power is the reliable capacity of an agent to intentionally alter its accessible internal or external
environment in accordance with its will, whether through action or restraint.

A concise compression of the form is:

Power is the measurable relationship between will and the capacity to make reality conform to
it.

What makes this “Socratic”
Socrates’ method aims to move from surface descriptions (“who seems powerful”) to an invariant
essence (“what must be true whenever power exists at all”). A definition earns the Socratic badge when
it is (a) universal, (b) non■circular, and (c) explanatory—it tells us why diverse instances count as
the same thing.

This definition is essence■seeking because it does not identify power with any one domain (politics,
violence, money, charisma). Instead, it identifies a structure shared by them: an agent’s directedness
(“will”) coupled to real, reliable environmental alteration.

Three canonical stress tests

1) Luck vs. power.

If an outcome occurs by chance (e.g., winning a lottery), the environment changes but the agent did not
possess a reliable capacity to produce that outcome. The word reliable prevents accidental success
from being misclassified as power.

2) External power vs. self■power.

Self■control is a real case of power even when no external change is visible, because the self is part of
the agent’s accessible environment. Resisting addiction, redirecting attention, or governing anger are
internal environmental alterations aligned with will.

3) Action vs. restraint.



Power must exist even when unused. A restrained king, a surgeon waiting to operate, or a patient
strategist may change nothing in the moment while still possessing decisive capacity. Restraint is
therefore compatible with power; in many cases it is evidence of it.

Predictive payoff
A form■definition matters when it begins predicting the world. From this definition follows a structural
account of collapse:

Systems collapse when their effective power (adaptive agency) falls below the rate of environmental
change. When agents cannot reliably alter relevant conditions, adaptation stalls, meaning erodes
(helplessness), and external forces fill the vacuum of agency.

The first serious objection and the reply
Objection (the one philosophers raise first): “Your definition smuggles in an undefined term: will. If
will is unclear, the definition is incomplete or circular.”

Reply (Socratic tightening): The definition of power can stand as an essence■level account of the
relation between will and environmental alteration even while deeper metaphysics of will remain open.
Nevertheless, the definition already constrains “will” operationally: will is whatever supplies
directedness that can be tested by consistent preference■selection over alternatives. Thus the account
is not circular: power is not defined as “having power,” but as reliable, will■aligned environmental
alteration.

Why the objection improves the paper
Including the objection does not weaken the thesis; it clarifies the boundary between an essence■level
definition of power and the deeper inquiry into the nature of will. Socrates’ dialogues often end precisely
at this boundary: once a concept survives key refutations, the next move is to descend a layer and
refine foundations.

Conclusion
On Socratic terms, the Haimesian definition qualifies as a form■level account of power: it generalizes
across domains, explains powerlessness, and survives the classic paradox tests (luck, self■power,
restraint). It reframes power as adaptive agency rather than domination and offers predictive leverage
for understanding why individuals and institutions flourish or collapse.

Practical note for readers: the definition is intentionally neutral about morality. It describes what power
is; ethical frameworks then evaluate how power should be used.


