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The Power Matrix has emerged from a long-time collaboration between John Gaventa
of IDS and Lisa Veneklasen and Valerie Miller of JASS dating back to the early 1980s
and their joint efforts through the US-based Highlander Center to support popular
education and community activism in the global south – from Appalachia to Central
America and beyond. Colleagues at JASS use the analysis to help marginalized groups
and their allies a) name power dynamics that undermine and exclude people from
political participation and b) identify and develop a multiple mix of strategies necessary
for overcoming these forms of discrimination and exclusion. The Power Matrix makes
the link between different manifestations of power and processes of social change in an
effort to strengthen organizations and movements dedicated to advancing justice and
rights and living in dignity and harmony with the planet.
Over the last twenty years work on advocacy and rights-based development has
increasingly gained credibility, producing some important policy advances at
international as well as national and local levels. Yet we have found that these victories
are often incomplete, quickly overturned, and can even undermine organizations and
social movements that are crucial to sustaining long-term change. In the rush to
embrace new approaches, important strategies have been eclipsed. As NGOs
professionalized and advocacy won legitimacy, people have focused on the exciting
nature of policy work aimed at the very visible dimensions of power. However they
have tended to lose sight of the community organizing, movement-building and critical
thinking aspects of social change work directed at the less visible manifestations of
power identified in the early 80s by women’s rights activists in their efforts around the
world and by John Gaventa in his studies of poor communities in the US south. In
grappling with this growing disconnect, we found that by combining their experiences
and analysis we could provide a framework that brought together a more nuanced view
of power, action and social change. In this way, groups could better analyze their own
contexts, design comprehensive sets of strategies, identify and engage a more effective
mix of allies and tap their own individual and collective power.
The Power Matrix summarizes an extensive analysis of power and action approaches in
graphic form. It illustrates how different aspects of power interact to shape the
challenges and possibilities of political action and citizen participation. The two columns
at the left of the matrix describe the manifestations and forces of what feminists call
‘power over’ – visible, hidden and invisible – complete with concrete examples of how
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these forms of power operate. The column at the far right includes a variety of strategies
that reflect the vision and exercise of ‘vital power’, another concept from feminism, an
expression of power that nourishes and advances a more egalitarian, caring notion of
agency and action – ‘power within’, ‘power with’, and ‘power to.’ These forms of power
and strategy are used to resist, challenge and transform ‘power over’ and are placed
within the block where they are applied most frequently, recognizing that strategies
overlap, interact and operate holistically. In reading the matrix from left to right, the
particular forms of ‘power over’ and their relationships to the mix of approaches needed
to transform them can be readily seen.
Even though we present these categories and dynamics separately, in practice they are
constantly in motion, interacting and affecting each other. That is why they need to be
seen as an interactive whole. The danger of frameworks is that they present
information in static boxes without the possibility of action and connection. But nothing
is static in the world; rather everything is connected and interacting, shifting and
changing according to the particular moment and circumstance. The arrows in the chart
are intended to reflect this dynamism. By illustrating the interaction between the
different forms of “power over’ and ‘vital power,’ the matrix serves as a tool to analyze
and identify the strong weave of strategies necessary for resistance and long term
transformation in particular contexts and circumstances. Some feminists find it
applicable to all forms of social relationships including community and organizational as
well as the intimate and personal ones.
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