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Chapter 1: Introduction
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The Essence of Power and Freedom in the Pursuit of Collective Liberation

Freedom is the essence of life; it serves both as the means to an end and as the end itself. True freedom, or liberation, is the result of growth and maturity—a state in which an individual becomes fully aware of who they are, what they possess, and ultimately, their role among the 8 billion people on this planet. Fundamentally, freedom is the ability to choose. A person who is truly free possesses the power to select the best available options in life, enhancing their conditions and attaining even greater freedom, leading to total liberation.

If freedom is about making choices, then it is equally about power because the ability to choose implies having the power and capacity to make decisions that best suit one’s life mission. Thus, we can restate the initial premise: power is the essence and meaning of life. A life deprived of power is a life without freedom—unable to know or choose what is best for its development and fulfilment. Those who possess power can choose and live according to their choices—whether it’s their lifestyle, a decent home, quality education for their children, or the ability to take vacations whenever they wish. This power is, in essence, freedom.

Conversely, those without power experience only a limited level of freedom. They must settle for the few leftover options in life, with their reality shaped not by their own choices but by a lack of choice or by decisions made by others on their behalf. However, freedom or power is not an innate human capability; it grows alongside an individual’s development and maturity. In other words, people are not born completely free, even though the first article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. This freedom, however, is acquired through growth and maturity.

For example, while all babies are human beings with the right to life and freedom, these rights are not guaranteed by the babies themselves, as they lack the ability to recognize or exercise them. It is adults who guarantee and protect the rights and freedom of infants. Moreover, adults exercise freedom on behalf of babies, choosing what they believe are the best options for them. Therefore, the freedom of infants, along with their humanity, exists only as long as adults recognize and agree with it. If adults disagree, there is no freedom for children until they mature and develop their own power of choice along with the ability to protect that power from being taken away.

The process that leads to freedom or power involves education and work, resulting in capacity building. We educate ourselves, work hard, invent tools, start businesses, and engage in other essential activities to grow, develop, and achieve higher levels of freedom (power). This enables us to choose the best options that bring meaning to our lives. Without a willingness to grow, combined with effort and commitment, there can be no freedom to know or choose what we want, regardless of how much our physical bodies grow.

Thus, babies are expected to mature not just physically but, more importantly, in knowledge and wisdom that can be applied to building their internal capacity or power of choice. As long as infants remain immature in thoughts and actions, they cannot know or defend their rights. More importantly, they cannot enjoy freedom, which is the ability to choose what is best for them in life and to live by those choices. Only by gaining these capabilities can yesterday’s children become today’s and tomorrow’s free men and women, living lives of their own choosing.

Now is the time for you, the reader, to pause for a moment and perform a self-analysis of the level of freedom you have achieved in your life. Did you choose the life you have, or was it chosen for you by others? Have you become fully aware of yourself, and do you know what is best for you? Are you able to choose and live the life you desire? If not, then why?

It is true that our childhood lives were entirely beyond our control. We did not choose to be here; we did not choose our parents, gender, race, ethnicity, or mother tongue. But the essence of life, as stated from the beginning, is power—otherwise known as freedom. This power or freedom is the result of deliberate activities undertaken by us to grow. We all experience limited levels of freedom in different areas of our lives. Some of us have financial limitations, while others may have intellectual limitations. Therefore, we continue to work on improving ourselves and increasing our power of choice and action.

If you desire better options for your lifestyle, family, friends, career, and so on, you have work to do to grow yourself into a state of greater freedom. This book will provide you with profoundly useful insights for your growth. We will delve deeply into the subjects of growth and development later in this book to provide you with the most thought-provoking development strategies for individuals and communities.

For now, let us emphasize that freedom is what drives people to wake up early in the morning to go to corporations, marketplaces, schools, churches, and other places. We all seek to be free, to be empowered, and to choose the best available options.

Earlier, we said that freedom gives you the power to choose options. But who sets up those options for us? More importantly, what about the power to not only choose but to define our own options? Life is rich and abundant with possibilities, and human life should not be limited to the power of choice but should be expanded to the power of creation. The ideal is not to remain in a state of freedom that allows us to choose among pre-set options. We want to enlarge our capabilities and power so that we can define our own options. This is the essence of total liberation, a work and result of a community of free people.

In other words, while individuals can enjoy freedom as the power to choose, a collective or community enjoys liberation as the power to define options that individuals can then choose from. A group or community of free people has the power to define its own options, terms, goals, and objectives, and to make them accepted by the world. This same power is the first thing lost when a nation or community begins to descend into a state of bondage. Stated differently, the power of any nation or community to define its own terms and have them accepted by others is the first thing an enemy will try to take away, whether that enemy is a natural calamity, poverty, financial crisis, pandemic, or even another nation or community.

One of the fundamental insights I hope you take away from this book is the importance of building group or community power as the foundation for collective prosperity and liberation. In a world characterized as a global village, where technology supposedly draws people closer, yet individuals are increasingly isolated with their smartphones, community building becomes a unique opportunity to break not only this isolation but also the weakness it creates. Humans are naturally meant to live within communities, as this is the only way they can grow as humans and contribute to human civilization.

Many studies have shown that a human being removed from other humans is the most dysfunctional creature compared to other animals. For example, if you remove a puppy from its community and place it among monkeys, it will still grow up acting like a dog, barking like a dog, and eating bones like a dog. The fact that the dog is growing up among monkeys will not change most of its characteristics. However, if you remove a human baby from their community and place them in the forest among monkeys, they may hurt themselves due to the lack of people to care for them. If they survive, they will think and act like monkeys. Furthermore, one ant can recreate an ant civilization because all the knowledge is coded in its DNA. However, one human being isolated from the world cannot recreate human civilization because their culture is not coded in their DNA; it is learned from other human beings.

In summary, power is the essence of life. We seek power individually to choose the best options in the world, live by them, and defend them. However, in today’s global village, it is no longer about whether we are free to choose or not, but about who we can team up with to define our own paradigm. We all want different things in life—some seek success in relationships, while others desire success in business, education, and so on. Who set up those goals for us, and what can we do to ascend to that level of power where we can define our own goals and live to accomplish them?

This book will inspire you and help you achieve full power, which is the collective power gained through trading with TRUST. Power is what we want individually, but mostly collectively, to change our world. Knowledge, wisdom, love, kindness, unity, Ubuntu, and other virtues are all essential, but only if they lead to building a power base for us to transform our lives and our world. Therefore, power is central, and power is freedom.

"The Commerce of Trust" offers a philosophical and technical explanation of life in accessible language, intended to benefit those who struggle to find meaning in their lives as well as those who wish to add value to their organizations to achieve better results. I hope you find this work engaging, inspiring, and above all, a useful guide to achieving excellence.
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Chapter 2: The Pursuit of Trust
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Let us begin with the basics. Every person, regardless of their background, longs for success. The word "success" knows no prejudice; it is not limited by colour, gender, age, or religion. It is the most sought-after result, desired by everyone in whatever they do. Success is at the core of human struggle; it drives the world towards its current state and will shape tomorrow's civilization. People wake up each day, study, work, make love, fight, make peace, hate, love, kill, protect, build, and destroy—all in the name of success. The reason I wrote this book is to succeed in my passion for transforming lives and building strong communities, and you likely chose to read it because of your own desire to succeed. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine any human action that is not motivated by the desire for success.

However, success is not a one-size-fits-all concept. From nations to communities to individuals, our needs vary, leading to different conceptions of success. For some, success might mean wealth, power, or academic achievement; for others, it could be relationships, peace, or knowledge. The understanding of what it means to be successful is shaped by our specific realities. Just as people attribute different meanings to success, they also have varied beliefs about how to achieve it. Some argue that hard work is essential, while others believe success comes from divine intervention—through prayers and faith. Yet others contend that success is predestined, with those who succeed or fail having been destined to their paths long before birth.

These perspectives are all valid to some extent. There are individuals who have worked tirelessly and achieved their goals, while others have worked just as hard but failed to realize their dreams. In Africa, it is often said that if hard work alone were the key to success, most African mothers in villages would be millionaires. Similarly, some people pray and succeed, while others pray just as fervently and fail, attributing their failures to the will of God. The same inconsistency is seen among those who believe in predestination—some succeed, while others do not.

Regardless of the diversity in how we view success and its formulas, it is possible to observe trends among those deemed successful in any field and those who are not. By identifying these patterns, we can derive fundamental principles of success and failure. As the old saying goes, “Those who want to see far should climb on the shoulders of giants.” We must begin by studying the patterns of success and failure within our families, communities, and the world at large to learn from them. This is how civilizations and cultures survive: by deliberately learning from the experiences of those who came before us and passing that knowledge on to the next generation.

Since these principles are known to many, we can define a process that leads to a successful outcome in any endeavour. Success, as comprehensively defined by the American radio speaker and author Earl Nightingale (1921-1989), is "the progressive realization of a worthy ideal." This means that anyone who knows what they want and is actively working towards it is already successful. Success, therefore, is both the journey and the destination. It is not only about achieving a set goal but also about the process of striving towards it.

Why is the process important? Simply because we are all in the process of learning from those who have succeeded and teaching those who look to us for guidance. People do not learn much from the final results we achieve; they learn from the process that led to those results. A wise mentee will ask their mentor, "How did you make it?" This is how civilizations and strong cultures endure. The process is crucial because success is not achieved in a single day; it is a daily effort. A successful person is someone who has identified their goals and is diligently working towards them.

We can easily think of success in terms of our goals—whether they relate to business, family, meaningful relationships, or financial prosperity. The list is endless. All these constitute the outcomes we desire at the end of a process often characterized by sacrifices. However, many of us fail to realize these goals because we embrace the goals but disdain the process. It is easy to imagine success, as the power to think and imagine is something each person wakes up with every morning. But accepting the process that leads to success and being willing to pay the price is not always easy. Our reluctance to embrace the process often leads us to attribute our success or failure to external factors, such as university certificates, divine intervention, or luck. Yet, if the power to succeed lay solely in these external entities, then teachers, birds, and fish would be the most successful creatures in the universe.

In truth, the power behind success and failure lies within each of us. It depends on how we use that power.

Before delving further into the matter, let us reflect on our lives by considering a few questions, as problems are best understood and solved through inquiry:


	Have you ever failed a job interview despite having all the necessary qualifications, skills, and experience compared to those who succeeded?

	Have you ever been unable to sell a product or service to a client who needed it and had the means to afford it, without understanding why they chose not to do business with you?

	Have you ever found yourself alone in a situation where you wished others were there to celebrate or mourn with you?

	How do you make sense of two companies selling the same products in the same location, yet one succeeds while the other does not?



For example, consider the rivalry between the soccer teams Real Madrid and Barcelona. How can you explain that some people dislike Real Madrid and prefer Barcelona, even when the latter is underperforming? In discussing these questions with others, I have gathered various answers, most of which circle back to the beliefs discussed earlier regarding the formulas for success. Some people believe that luck, or the lack thereof, determines whether one gets a job or an opportunity. Others attribute the success of a company over its competitors to superior knowledge and quality. However, knowledge is accessible to everyone, and anyone who seeks it can acquire it and produce the same quality. Yet, we see many knowledgeable people with good quality products who fail.

Some argue that the reason people are drawn to certain organizations, products, and services over others is due to their branding. But the question then becomes—what makes one brand more attractive than another? The answer is TRUST. Trust is the tool that underpins success.

Trust is not just important; it is everything you need to succeed in any endeavour in today’s world. If you reflect on your own experiences, you might find that trust was the main reason behind your past failures. Perhaps you were not given a job, or your project was not accepted. Maybe a relationship you wanted to build did not materialize, a business you wanted to start failed, or a connection you needed did not come through—all because of trust. Every time your business failed to attract more clients, it was because they trusted another brand or service. Every time you were not hired, it was because someone else was trusted more than you. Every time you failed to attract or convince a potential partner, it was because someone else had earned their trust. Even when your children valued advice they picked up on the streets over your own, it was likely because they did not trust you as much.
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Defining Trust
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Trust means nothing more than a firm, informed belief. This belief is fundamental to human life and civilization; it is the most important driver of human progress from its beginning, and it will likely remain so until the end. The global economy, for instance, is entirely based on and driven by trust, which is why the money we use is called fiat money—currency backed by trust or belief. People just trust it, and so it works. 

I am typing this text from Johannesburg at 8 a.m., and in Kinshasa, it is 7 a.m. What makes this time difference possible, even though it is unreal? Trust—time is different because we trust that it is. When we say that a month has 30 or 31 days or that an hour has 60 minutes, we are not adhering to a natural order; these are human arrangements that function because of collective trust. For example, in the United Kingdom, the clocks are changed twice a year, moving forward by one hour in March and back by one hour in October. This does not affect the Earth’s motion; it only changes the way society functions in the UK because people trust the arrangement.

Understanding that the world, with its politics and economy, is built on trust, we should also recognize that trust is the foundation of our personal lives. Research shows that societies with low levels of trust tend to suffer from greater economic disparities between the rich and the poor. For example, when asked, “Can people be trusted?” only 2% of Brazilians responded affirmatively, compared to 65% of Norwegians. When comparing the two countries in terms of their GINI coefficients (a measure of economic inequality) in 2020, Norway had a coefficient of 0.27%, while Brazil's was 0.52%. This disparity significantly impacts individuals in both societies.

Trust is now more critical than ever, acting as the fundamental ingredient that holds society together, from individuals to families and businesses. For instance, Gottman (2011:137) reports a study that aimed to determine what people desire most in others, and trustworthiness ranked higher than love, empathy, or other qualities. We previously discussed power as the ability to choose options, but trust is what influences the types of options we choose and how we present ourselves to others.

Especially today, with so many options available at the click of a button or a phone call, trust becomes the decisive factor. There are too many products of good quality accessible to everyone who has the means to acquire them, and there are too many people with valuable qualities such as faith, ambition, skills, talents, and educational achievements. The same applies to personal relationships—there are countless attractive individuals seeking or willing to start relationships. In this competitive environment, where commercials bombard us on the radio, TV, social media, and the internet, trust becomes the key differentiator.

In fact, it wouldn't be surprising if, in the near future, we had to deal with telemarketers who could insert commercials directly into our dreams to push sales. This abundance of options means that competition is inevitable. Although life should ideally be about cooperation, there are many instances where we must compete to prove ourselves, as quality is only validated through testing. The only distinguishing factor between winners and losers in any given field today is trust.

You have now likely realized that trust is more than just a moral value; it is a tangible asset that has played, and continues to play, a crucial role individually and collectively in the functioning of human society. We encounter people of varying backgrounds every day—in public places, religious institutions, schools, workplaces, and supermarkets. Consider how different your life could have been if only half the people you met had trusted you and were willing to agree with your ideas and propositions. Now imagine how bright your future will be if you can earn the trust of seventy percent of the people in your current social network and continue to earn the trust of every new person who enters your life. It would be a game-changer because when people trust you, they are willing to make sacrifices to ensure your success in whatever you are doing.
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The Trust Challenge
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Trust is like life insurance—the more trust you have within yourself and between you and society, the more successful and powerful you become. Conversely, a lack of trust results in failure and powerlessness. Indeed, the absence of trust is at the root of many societal challenges, including insecurity, broken families, low self-esteem, gender-based violence, and other crimes. The effects of distrust are felt at both personal and communal levels, leading to a society where trust is scarce, much like a diamond buried in the mud.

We live in a time when people place more trust in the tools they invent than in themselves. It is common for people to double-check money received directly from another person but not when withdrawing it from an ATM. The rationale is that "machines don’t lie," and thus, we trust computers, which are products of the human mind, more than we trust ourselves. This ironic situation reflects the modern world’s growing mistrust between individuals. People no longer trust one another; husbands distrust their wives, people enter marriages with backup plans, children trust their TV role models more than their parents, and friendships are increasingly governed by economic interests. As economic dynamics shift, so do these interests and the friendships built upon them. Ultimately, everyone begins to see potential threats everywhere, leading to a society riddled with suspicion. Workers view their bosses as oppressive, while bosses see their employees as lazy and subversive. Politicians are universally perceived as corrupt by the public.

This raises an important question: Why did we create human society and civilization based on trust, only to now replace trust with artificial means of interaction? The answer is not simple and varies depending on one’s perspective.

To better understand this shift, we must examine how people interacted in the past compared to today. Whether in the past or present, societies have always used tools to manage relationships effectively, and one such tool has always been trust. Without trust, collaboration between individuals is impossible. The tools a society develops reflect the nature of its interactions and relationships, both with the environment and with one another.

In the past, relationships were direct, organic, and transactional. People engaged with each other genuinely and directly, with trust at the core of their interactions. Promises to marry, trade, or form alliances were made verbally or through written covenants. Symbolic acts, such as exchanging gifts or using blood, were employed to seal these bonds of trust. Trust was the foundation of people’s interactions and relationships.

Today, however, we rely heavily on technology to secure our personal interest rather than the relationships. Verbal promises are no longer sufficient; we now have recording devices like cameras, audiotapes, and smartphones to ensure that agreements are honoured. The direct, organic transactions of the past have been replaced by interactions mediated by third parties, such as social media. The interaction between people has become a triangular link, where trust is placed in an intermediary tool rather than in the individuals themselves.

This new model of relationships, which can be termed "banking style," involves trust being given against some form of collateral, so that if something goes wrong, the other party can be held accountable. The triangular link consists of two parties at the base, with the intermediary tool—such as police, legal contracts, recording devices, or other institutions—at the apex, as shown in figures 1 and 2 below. Each party trusts the intermediary to protect their interests, rather than trusting one another directly.

[image: image][image: image][image: image][image: image]

One might ask: Do we still have a reason to think positively about trust in today’s world? The answer is yes. If many of our personal and social issues stem from a lack of trust, then trust may indeed be the key to addressing these issues and recreating a humane society.

We all want to succeed, and for most of us, success involves rising above our limitations and setting ambitious goals to realize our dreams. However, we live in a society that is not always prepared to welcome inexperienced newcomers in any field. To succeed, we need a web of trust. At some point in our lives, we will need a partner to build a family with, and trust is essential for that relationship to thrive. We will need to do business with various people, and trust will be crucial for those ventures to succeed. We need to develop our nations with strong, responsible institutions, which requires trust between leaders and the grassroots population. In summary, we need trust now more than ever to sustain our existence as human beings.

By now, it should be clear that trust is the key to success in all aspects of life. Before delving into how to cultivate trust, we must first understand why trust has become so elusive. Many people who struggle to trust others point to a common enemy: betrayal. Betrayal is the root cause of distrust in relationships, families, businesses, and society at large. Our natural instinct is to trust, which is why betrayal is so painful—it shatters the trust we placed in others, leading to paranoia and self-protection.
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