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The decay of power


Just as Moisés Naím describes it, The End of Power is a book about power. In the opening chapter, he clearly explains its purpose.


He argues that power is decaying, it´s shifting from one player to another. Those who used to maintain power by brute force such as governments, companies, armed forces and labor unions, among others, are nowadays challenged by small groups which generally have fewer resources than they do, but possess more knowledge. This is epitomized by the increase of women, young people and small entrepreneurs in power, in comparison to the number of men, old people, and major businessmen. On the other hand, they must face another problem: They are more constrained in the ways they can use power. Naím states that power itself “is slipping away.”1


According to this author, we often attribute the causes of this change to the impact of technology, more precisely the Internet, and a shift in geopolitics which is displayed in China´s growing power in relation to the United States. For him, “In the twenty-first century, power is easier to get, harder to use — and easier to lose”2.


Naím mentions the leaders of the most popular companies and media organizations, and explains that in the past, their positions used to be more durable. But this has changed, as a result of the decay of power, and they currently retain their position for a shorter period of time. Besides, they have more competitors than their antecessors used to have and power is more constrained. Another fact to take into account is that the price they must pay for their mistakes is now higher because the relationship between those in power and their subordinates has changed.


Moisés Naím alludes to the case of James Black, a chess player whose inspiration to play chess stems from the way it let him wield power. He is one of the few chess masters who has achieved this ranking at a very early age (he was 12 in 2011).


But although this was an unusual achievement in the past, it is more natural nowadays, as young players often defeat the more experienced ones. Their nationality is no longer limited to some countries in particular (generally, the more developed ones), but they come from all over the world. This is in part due to the fact that the city has spread over the rural areas, children no longer consider chess an unknown luxury and have time to devote to it, and in addition, travelling is less costly. Another reason for this phenomenon is the improvement of education and children’s health. Thanks to the Internet, among other methods, children can learn to play, practice techniques, compete against players from all over the world and replay the games they prefer. But this is limited to those who have access to the Internet.


Following this example, the author explains that the situations generated in chess games can also occur in real life. One of the concepts he explains is the erosion of the barriers that used to protect the reduced space of the most powerful people. The tumbling down of barriers is produced by many factors such as demographic, economic, political and technological changes (in terms of the great scope of the information technology) and also by changing social values, expectations and norms. Other reasons are economic growth, the increase in migrations and the improvement of health services and education systems in poor countries. Naím illustrates this by referring to different sectors.


The first one is geopolitics. He says the number of sovereign states has increased, but not only do they compete with each other, but also with numerous transnational companies and non-state organizations.


For example, in times of war, military power is no longer important, but military and political tactics are. There is still a great difference between the enemies in a war, but this does not mean that the stronger one will be the winner. Small forces, according to Naím, can be identified as militias, insurgent groups, rebels and separatist movements. These groups have more chances of damaging their enemy with lesser expenditure.


Dictators and party bosses are also losing power. The emerging candidates come from different sectors and this generates confusion among party bosses and leaders.


Naím makes reference to the economic world, which is also affected by these changes. Although power is still concentrated in a few hands and the economic gap between the rich and the poor is growing, this is not the only tendency. Different surveys have proven that in times of crisis, the rich are the most severely affected.


Now, it’s also true that the wealthiest people are not necessarily the most powerful ones. The author explains that the leaders of big companies are the biggest power holders. Even though, as mentioned previously, their status is more unstable than some years ago. The same observation applies to companies. Naím mentions that transnational companies from less developed countries have outdone those from developed ones.


In regards to philanthropy, the number of small foundations and organizations has currently increased and the forms of exercising charity have changed. It is no longer restricted to great organizations and magnates have begun making more generous donations. Naím introduces the concept of “venture philanthropy”3 to refer to this.


Major organized religions are also losing power as a result of the emergence of, for example, Pentecostal churches and what the experts call “organic churches” -- non-hierarchical churches organized in communities.


On the other hand, Moisés Naím points out that even though the political changes produced by “occupy” movements (activists manifesting in public places) are scarce, they should not be underrated. These movements are fast and are organized horizontally, exposing the flaws of the monopoly of the traditional political parties.


According to the author, the small organizations mentioned previously represent the rise of what he calls micropowers.


The book explains that the consequences of these changes may be paralysis, instability and disorder in the presence of complex problems. On the other hand, different opinion surveys demonstrate that people no longer believe in political leaders, experts, the media and public institutions. Naím also highlights that“we are more aware of the issues and understand them better than ever before, yet we seem unable to tackle them decisively and effectively.”4


The author provides the following definition for a greater understanding: “Power is the ability to direct or prevent the current or future actions of other groups and individuals. Or, put differently, power is what we exercise over others that leads them to behave in ways they would not have otherwise have behaved.”5 Power changes in different situations and it requires some interaction between two or more agents, be it people or institutions.


Naím believes power has changed. In the past, power was overwhelming and massive, but nowadays power comes from “the newly expanded scope for techniques like vetoes, foot-dragging, diversions, and interference”6 and from initiative and innovation. The decay of power raises serious concerns which impede the development of plans for the future. And the risks it possesses may generate disaffection. According to Naím, we are so used to traditional institutions controlling our lives through social norms that if we become too alienated, there may be negative effects. And he explains that understanding the decay of power is the first step to making progress in this new world.


The author emphasizes the fact that power is easier to achieve but more difficult to use and more unstable at the same time. Because of this, the current situation is “a picture of power scattered among an increasing number of newer, smaller players from diverse and unexpected origins … And these players are using a very different playbook from the one on which traditional players have long relied.”7


•


Making sense of power


In this chapter, Naím lists everyday life situations, such as a man´s relationship with his wife and daughter and his workplace life, in relation to the different situations experienced (arguments with his wife, his daughter disobeying him, work meetings) to explain that people are constantly, both in big or small decisions, testing and calculating their power, both its scope and its limits, consciously or unconsciously. He further explains that people are affected by others’ power and its consequences.


The author explains that power can be felt. We have multiple sensors which allow us to identify it and foresee the effect it will have on us.


Naím states that power is partly material and partly psychological. It cannot be measured easily, as it is generally perceived in the form of moral coercion rather than physical strength. It is present everywhere and it plays an important role in any situation where people compete, hence it is vital to analyze the distribution of power to understand each situation. But despite the fact it cannot be classified as a force, it is possible to classify it as a dynamic that shapes certain situations and whose limits and latitude can be assessed.


In the light of these facts, we can deduce that power is not the result of a certain situation. In other words, taking into account one of the examples provided by the author, power does not merely come from the prestige of being the president of a nation. We must observe what that president has achieved, whether he was able to negotiate or obtain concessions from his equals, his attitude towards national and international issues, and the power of his rivals. If we manage to answer these questions, we will be able to understand the real power of that president.


To understand how power works, we must take into account that it doesn´t exist in isolation and is wielded by many players. We must also consider what is at stake to acquire a deeper understanding of how it works. If we manage to understand all this, says Naím, we may be able to understand what makes it work well, and thus increase; and also what makes it fail or even disappear.


The author refers to what he calls channels of power:


1. The Muscle: It is the most powerful instrument through which power is exercised. For example, an armed policeman has the power to arrest people and send them to jail. In this category, Naím also includes the control of some vital resource which can be allowed or denied. Naím clarifies that the use of this channel depends on whether the holder relies on coercion.


2. The Code: This refers to the moral, social, cultural and religious traditions that shape the behavior of those who accept them. They may be complied with or not, but this channel does not employ coercion, it appeals to our sense of moral duty, says Naím and illustrates this by alluding to the Ten Commandments.
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