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PRAISE FOR THE END OF POWER


“In his new book called The End of Power, Moisés Naím goes so far as to say that power is actually decaying. I actually find the argument rather persuasive.”


—General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff


“I particularly enjoyed The End of Power by Moisés Naím. . . . It is particularly relevant for big institutions like GE.”


—Jeff Immelt, CEO, General Electric


“Moisés Naím’s The End of Power offers a cautionary tale to would-be Lincolns in the modern era. Naím is a courageous writer who seeks to dissect big subjects in new ways. At a time when critics of overreaching governments, big banks, media moguls and concentrated wealth decry the power of the ‘1%,’ Mr. Naím argues that leaders of all types—political, corporate, military, religious, union—face bigger, more complex problems with weaker hands than in the past.”


—Wall Street Journal


“Analytically sophisticated . . . [a] highly original, inter-disciplinary meditation on the degeneration of international power.”


—Washington Post


“Naím produces a fascinating account of the way states, corporations and traditional interest groups are finding it harder to defend their redoubts . . . (He) makes his case with eloquence.”


—Financial Times


“A timely and timeless book.”


—Booklist


“Having served as editor-in-chief of Foreign Policy and the executive director of the World Bank, Naím knows better than most what power on a global scale looks like. . . . [A] timely, insightful, and eloquent message.”


—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review


“Foreign Policy editor-in-chief Naím argues that global institutions of power are losing their ability to command respect. Whether considering institutions of government, military, religion or business, the author believes their power to be in the process of decaying. . . . A data-packed, intriguing analysis.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The End of Power will change the way you read the news, the way you think about politics, and the way you look at the world.”


—Bill Clinton, 42nd President of the United States of America


“In my own experience as president of Brazil I observed first hand many of the trends that Naím identifies in this book, but he describes them in a way that is as original as it is delightful to read. All those who have power—or want it—should read this book.”


—Fernando Henrique Cardoso


“Moisés Naím’s extraordinary new book will be of great interest to all those in leadership positions—business executives, politicians, military officers, social activists and even religious leaders. Readers will gain a new understanding of why power has become easier to acquire and harder to exercise. The End of Power will spark intense and important debate worldwide.”


—George Soros


“After you read The End of Power you will see the world through different eyes. Moisés Naím provides a compelling and original perspective on the surprising new ways power is acquired, used, and lost—and how these changes affect our daily lives.”


—Arianna Huffington


“Moisés Naím is one of the most trenchant observers of the global scene. In The End of Power, he offers a fascinating new perspective on why the powerful face more challenges than ever. Probing into the shifting nature of power across a broad range of human endeavors, from business to politics to the military, Naím makes eye-opening connections between phenomena not usually linked, and forces us to re-think both how our world has changed and how we need to respond.”


—Francis Fukuyama
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PREFACE


How This Book Came About: A Personal Note


POWER MAY FEEL ABSTRACT, BUT FOR THOSE WHO ARE MOST ATTUNED TO it—namely, the powerful themselves—its flow and ebb can have a visceral edge. After all, those in positions of great power are best positioned to spot limits on their effectiveness and to feel frustration over the gap between the power they expect their rank to convey and the power they actually have. In my own small way, I experienced such constraints back in February 1989. At the time I had been named, at age thirty-six, the minister of development in the then-democratic government of my home country, Venezuela. Soon after we took office in a landslide election victory, we faced riots in Caracas—triggered by the anxiety over our plans to cut subsidies and raise fuel prices—that paralyzed the city with violence, fear, and chaos. Suddenly, and despite our victory and apparent mandate, the economic reform program that we had championed acquired a very different meaning. Instead of symbolizing hope and prosperity, it was now seen as the source of street violence, increased poverty, and deeper inequality.


But the most profound insight I had at that time was one I would not fully comprehend until years later. It dwelt in the enormous gap between the perception and the reality of my power. In principle, as one of the main economic ministers, I wielded tremendous power. But in practice, I had only a limited ability to deploy resources, to mobilize individuals and organizations, and, more generally, to make things happen. My colleagues and even the president had the same feeling, though we were loath to acknowledge that our government was a hobbled giant. I was tempted to chalk this up to Venezuela itself: surely our sense of powerlessness had to do with our country’s notoriously weak and malfunctioning institutions. Such weakness could not be universal.


Yet later I would appreciate that it was universal indeed, or nearly so, among those with the experience of power. Fernando Henrique Cardoso—the respected former president of Brazil and founding father of that country’s success—summed it up for me. “I was always surprised at how powerful people thought I was,” he told me when I interviewed him for this book. “Even well-informed, politically sophisticated individuals would come to my office and ask me to do things that showed they assumed I had far more power than I really did. I always thought to myself, if only they knew how limited the power of any president is nowadays. When I meet with other heads of state, we often share very similar recollections in this respect. The gap between our real power and what people expect from us is the source of the most difficult pressure any head of state has to manage.”


I heard something similar from Joschka Fischer, one of Germany’s most popular politicians and a former vice chancellor and foreign minister. “Since I was young, I was fascinated and allured by power,” Fischer told me. “One of my biggest shocks was the discovery that all the imposing government palaces and other trappings of government were in fact empty places. The imperial architecture of governmental palaces masks how limited the power of those who work there really is.”


Over time, I would glean similar observations not just from heads of state and government ministers but also from business leaders and the heads of foundations and major organizations in many fields. And it soon became clear that something more was going on—that it wasn’t simply that the powerful were bemoaning the gap between their perceived and actual power. Power itself was coming under attack in an unprecedented way. Every year since 1990, I have attended the World Economic Forum’s annual meeting in Davos, frequented by the world’s most powerful people in business, government, politics, the media, nongovernmental organizations, science, religion, and culture. In fact, I have been lucky enough to attend and speak at almost all of the most exclusive power-fests in the world, including the Bilderberg Conference, the annual meeting of media and entertainment tycoons in Sun Valley, and the annual meetings of the International Monetary Fund. My conversations each year with fellow participants confirmed my hunch: the powerful are experiencing increasingly greater limits on their power. The reactions to my probing always pointed in the same direction: power is becoming more feeble, transient, and constrained.


But this is not a call to feel sorry for those in power. Powerful people bemoaning their powerlessness is certainly no reason for hand-wringing in our winner-take-all world. Rather, my aim is to delineate the impact of the decay of power. In the pages ahead I explore this process of decay—its causes, manifestations, and consequences—in terms of the ways it affects not just the 1 percent at the top but, more importantly, the vast and growing middle class as well as those who seek merely to make it through another day.


Moisés Naím


March 2013




CHAPTER ONE


THE DECAY OF POWER


THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT POWER.


Specifically it is about how power—the capacity to get others to do, or to stop doing, something—is undergoing a historic and world-changing transformation.


Power is spreading, and long-established, big players are increasingly being challenged by newer and smaller ones. And those who have power are more constrained in the ways they can use it.


We often misunderstand or altogether overlook the magnitude, nature, and consequences of this transformation. It is tempting to focus exclusively on the impact of the Internet and other new technologies, on the direction of power shifts from one player to another, or on the question of whether the “soft” power of culture is displacing the “hard” power of armies. But those perspectives are incomplete. Indeed, they can obscure our understanding of the fundamental forces that are changing how power is acquired, used, kept, and lost.


We know that power is shifting from brawn to brains, from north to south and west to east, from old corporate behemoths to agile start-ups, from entrenched dictators to people in town squares and cyberspace. But to say that power is shifting from one continent or country to another, or that it is dispersing among many new players, is not enough. Power is undergoing a far more fundamental mutation that has not been sufficiently recognized and understood. Even as rival states, companies, political parties, social movements, and institutions or individual leaders fight for power as they have done throughout the ages, power itself—what they are fighting so desperately to get and keep—is slipping away.


Power is decaying.


To put it simply, power no longer buys as much as it did in the past. In the twenty-first century, power is easier to get, harder to use—and easier to lose. From boardrooms and combat zones to cyberspace, battles for power are as intense as ever, but they are yielding diminishing returns. Their fierceness masks the increasingly evanescent nature of power itself. Understanding how power is losing its value—and facing up to the hard challenges this poses—is the key to making sense of one of the most important trends reshaping the world in the twenty-first century.


This is not to say that power has disappeared or that there aren’t still people who possess it in abundance. The president of the United States or China, the CEO of J. P. Morgan or Shell Oil, the executive editor of the New York Times, the head of the International Monetary Fund, and the pope continue to wield immense power. But less so than their predecessors. The previous holders of these jobs not only dealt with fewer challengers and competitors, but they also had fewer constraints—in the form of citizen activism, global markets, and media scrutiny—on using the power they had. As a result, today’s power players often pay a steeper and more immediate price for their mistakes than did their predecessors. Their response to that new reality, in turn, is reshaping the behavior of those over whom they have power, setting in motion a chain reaction that touches every aspect of human interaction.


The decay of power is changing the world.


The goal of this book is to prove these bold assertions.


HAVE YOU HEARD OF JAMES BLACK JR.?


The forces driving the decay of power are manifold, intertwined, and unprecedented. To see why, turn your mind from Clausewitz, the Fortune 500 rankings, and the top 1 percent of the US population that accounts for a disproportionately large chunk of the nation’s income and consider the case of James Black Jr., a chess player from a working-class family in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York.


By the time he was twelve, Black had become a Master at chess, a ranking achieved by fewer than 2 percent of the 77,000 members of the United States Chess Federation—and only 13 of those Masters were under fourteen.1 The year was 2011, and Black has a good shot at becoming a Grandmaster—a ranking awarded by the World Chess Federation based on the player’s performance in tournaments with titled players. Grandmaster is the highest title a chess player can attain. Once obtained, the title is held for life.2


When Black became a Master, he was following in the footsteps of America’s youngest Grandmaster ever: Ray Robson of Florida, who attained that status in October 2009, two weeks before his fifteenth birthday.3


Black taught himself the game on a cheap plastic set he bought at Kmart and quickly moved on to chess books and computer programs. His idol is Mikhail Tal, a Russian world chess champion of the 1950s. What motivates Black, in addition to his enjoyment of the game, is the way it lets him wield power. As he told a reporter: “I like to dictate what the other player has to do”—as clear a statement of the innate urge for power as one can find.4


But the achievements of James Black and Ray Robson are no longer exceptional. They are part of a global trend, a new phenomenon that has swept through the long-closed world of competitive chess. Players are learning the game and achieving mastery at much younger ages. There are more Grandmasters now than ever before: 1,200-plus today versus 88 in 1972. And as newcomers defeat established champions with increasing frequency, the average tenure of the world’s top players is trending down. Moreover, today’s Grandmasters hail from far more diverse backgrounds than did their predecessors. As the writer D. T. Max observed: “In 1991, the year the Soviet Union broke up, the top nine players in the world were from the U.S.S.R. By then, Soviet-trained players had held the world championship for all but three of the past forty-three years.”5


Not anymore. More competitors are now capable of climbing to the top of the chess leagues, and they come from a wide variety of nations and neighborhoods. But once they reach the top, they have a hard time staying there. As Mig Greengard, a chess blogger, observed: “You’ve got two hundred guys walking the planet who, with a little tailwind, are playing strongly enough to beat the world champion.”6 In other words, among today’s Grandmasters, power itself is no longer what it used to be.


What explains these changes in the world’s chess hierarchy? In part (but only in part): the digital revolution.


For some time now, chess players have had access to computer programs that enable them to simulate millions of games played by the world’s best players. They can also use the software to work out the implications of every possible move; for instance, competitors can replay any game, examine moves under various scenarios, and study specific players’ tendencies. Thus the Internet has both broadened the horizons of chess players around the world and—as James Black’s story attests—opened new possibilities for players of any age and socioeconomic background. Countless chess sites deliver data and competitive game opportunities to anyone with a Web connection.7


But this story isn’t just about technology. Take, for example, the case of the young Norwegian champion Magnus Carlsen, another chess phenom who in 2010 became the world’s No. 1 player, at age nineteen. According to D. T. Max, who profiled him for The New Yorker, Carlsen’s success had more to do with his unorthodox and surprising strategies (relying in part on his prodigious memory) than with computer-based training: “Because Carlsen has spent less time than most of his cohort training with computers, he is less prone to play the way they do. He relies more on his own judgment. This makes him tricky for opponents who have relied on software and databases for counsel.”8


The demolition of the power structure of world chess also stems from changes in the global economy, in politics, and in demographic and migratory patterns. Open borders and cheaper travel have given more players the chance to play tournaments anywhere in the world. Higher education standards and the spread of literacy, numeracy, and child healthcare have created a bigger pool of potential Grandmasters. And today, for the first time in history, more people live in cities than in farms—a development that, along with the prolonged period of economic growth enjoyed by many poor countries since the 1990s, has opened new possibilities for millions of families for whom the game of chess was an unaffordable or even unknown luxury. But it is not easy to become a world-class chess player if you live on an isolated farm in a poor country with no electricity, or lack a computer, or spend many hours each day procuring food—or carrying water to your home. Before the Internet can deliver its empowering magic, many other conditions must be in place.


FROM THE CHESS BOARD . . . TO EVERYTHING AROUND US


Chess is a classic metaphor for power, of course. But what has happened to chess is the erosion, and in some cases the disappearance, of barriers that previously kept the world of champions small, tight-knit, and stable. The obstacles to understanding tactics and developing mastery, as well as all the other barriers that limit access to the top, have become less forbidding.


What has happened to chess is also happening to power in general. The tumbling down of barriers is transforming local politics and geopolitics, the competition for consumers and for believers in the great religions, and the rivalries among nongovernmental organizations, intellectual institutions, ideologies, and schools of philosophical thought and science. Wherever power matters, power is also decaying.


Some signs of this transformation are breathtakingly clear; others are unearthed by expert analysis and academic research.


Let’s begin with geopolitics. Sovereign states have quadrupled in number since the 1940s; moreover, they now compete, fight, or negotiate not just with each other but also with numerous transnational and nonstate organizations. In fact, the 2011 birth of South Sudan, the world’s newest nation, was effectively midwifed by dozens of nongovernmental organizations, especially evangelical Christian groups such as Samaritan’s Purse, run by Franklin Graham, one of the sons of American mega-preacher Billy Graham.


Indeed, when nation-states go to war these days, big military power delivers less than it once did. Wars are not only increasingly asymmetric, pitting large military forces against smaller, nontraditional ones such as insurgents, separatist movements, and militias. They are also increasingly being won by the militarily weaker side. According to a remarkable Harvard study, in the asymmetric wars that broke out between 1800 and 1849, the weaker side (in terms of soldiers and weapons) achieved its strategic goals in 12 percent of cases. But in the wars that erupted between 1950 and 1998, the weak side prevailed more often: 55 percent of the time. For a variety of reasons, the outcome of modern asymmetric conflicts is more likely to be determined by the interplay of opposing political and military strategies than by blunt military force. Thus, a large, advanced army by itself no longer ensures that a country will achieve its strategic goals. One important factor behind this shift is the increasing ability of the weaker party to inflict casualties on its opponent at lower cost to itself. The use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in Afghanistan and Iraq is a case in point. One Marine general in Afghanistan estimated that IEDs caused 80 percent of casualties in his unit, and during some years in Iraq, IEDs were responsible for almost two-thirds of the casualties suffered by coalition forces. This level of lethality prevails despite considerable investment by the Pentagon in countermeasures, including the $17 billion it spent to purchase 50,000 radio frequency jammers aimed at neutralizing the primitive remote-controlled devices (cellphones, garage door openers) used to detonate the bombs.9


Dictators and party bosses, too, are finding their power diminished and their numbers depleted. In 1977, a total of eighty-nine countries were ruled by autocrats; by 2011, the number had dwindled to 22.10 Today, more than half the world’s population lives in democracies. The tremors of the Arab Spring were felt in every corner of the world where clean elections are not held regularly and one person or ruling clique is trying to hold on to power indefinitely. Even in nondemocracies where political parties are allowed, minority parties have three times more representation now than in the 1980s. And everywhere, party bosses are back on their heels, as they contend with candidates and leaders emerging from realms outside the proverbial smoke-filled back rooms. About half of the major parties in established democracies now use primaries or some other representative method to give the rank-and-file more of a say in choosing their standard-bearers. From Chicago to Milan and New Delhi to Brasilia, the bosses of political machines will readily tell you that they have lost the ability to deliver the votes and decisions that their predecessors took for granted.


The business world is also being touched by this trend. It is indubitable that income is concentrating, the wealthy are accumulating enormous riches, and some are using money to gain political power. But that trend, as alarming as it is unacceptable, is not the only force shaping the workings of power among corporate leaders and wealthy investors.


Indeed, even the vaunted 1 percent in the United States are not immune to sudden shifts in wealth, power, and status. For all the rise in income inequality, the Great Recession also had a corrective effect, disproportionately affecting the incomes of the rich. According to Emmanuel Saez, a Berkeley economics professor, it caused a 36.3 percent drop in the incomes of the top 1 percent of earners in the United States, compared to an 11.6 percent drop for the remaining 99 percent.11 Steven Kaplan at the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business has calculated that the proportion of income accounted for by the top 1 percent fell from its peak of 23.5 percent of income in 2007 to 17.6 percent in 2009 and, as Saez’s data show, it kept falling in following years. Indeed, as Robert Frank reported in the Wall Street Journal, “The super-high earners have the biggest crashes. The number of Americans making $1 million or more fell 40 percent between 2007 and 2009, to 236,883, while their combined incomes fell by nearly 50 percent—far greater than the less than 2 percent drop in total incomes of those making $50,000 or less, according to Internal Revenue Service figures.”12 None of this, of course, means that the concentration of income and wealth in many advanced democracies, and especially the United States, has not dramatically increased. It has—and quite sharply. But this reality should not obscure the fact that some wealthy individuals and families have also been hit by the economic crisis and as a result have experienced significant declines in their fortunes and economic power.


Moreover, personal income and wealth are not the only sources of power. The leaders at the helm of large corporations often wield more power than the “simply” rich. Corporate heads nowadays earn much more than before, but tenure at the top has become as tenuous as that of a chess champion. In 1992, a US Fortune 500 CEO had a 36 percent chance of retaining his or her job for the next five years; in 1998, that chance was down to 25 percent. By 2005, the average tenure of an American CEO had dwindled to six years. And the trend is global. In 2011, 14.4 percent of CEOs of the world’s 2,500 biggest listed companies left their jobs. Even in Japan, famous for its relative corporate stasis, forced succession among the heads of large corporations quadrupled in 2008.13


The same goes for the corporations themselves. In 1980, a US corporation in the top fifth of its industry had only a 10 percent risk of falling out of that tier in five years. Two decades later, that likelihood had risen to 25 percent. Now, a simple count of the US and global top five hundred companies that did not exist ten years ago shows how relative newcomers are displacing traditional corporate behemoths. In finance, banks are losing power and influence to newer and nimbler hedge funds: in the second half of 2010, in the midst of a sharp economic downturn, the top ten hedge funds—most of them unknown to the general public—earned more than the world’s largest six banks combined. Even the largest of these funds, which manage unfathomable amounts of money and earn huge profits, operates with only a few hundred employees.


Meanwhile, corporations have become much more vulnerable to “brand disasters” that hit their reputations, revenues, and valuations. One study found that the five-year risk of such a disaster for companies that own the most prestigious global brands has risen in the last two decades from 20 percent to a staggering 82 percent. BP, Tiger Woods, and Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation all saw their fortunes shrink almost overnight as a result of events that scarred their reputations.


In yet another manifestation of the diffusion of power in business, members of a new species, “poor-country multinationals” (i.e., those that come from less developed countries), have displaced or taken over some of the largest companies in the world. Investments originating in developing countries went from $12 billion in 1991 to $210 billion in 2010. The world’s largest steel company, ArcelorMittal, has its roots in Mittal Steel, an Indian company created as recently as in 1989.14 When Americans sip their iconic Budweiser, they are in fact enjoying a beer produced by a company engendered by a 2004 merger of Brazilian and Belgian breweries that in turn managed to gain control of Anheuser-Busch in 2008, thus forming the world’s largest beer company. Its CEO, Carlos Brito, is from Brazil.


These trends extend beyond traditional power arenas—war, politics, business—into philanthropy, religion, culture, and the personal power of individuals. The number of new billionaires set a record in 2010, and each year some names disappear from the list while previously unknown individuals hailing from the four corners of the world take their places.


No longer the province of a few major foundations and public and international organizations, philanthropy has exploded into a constellation of small foundations and new modes of giving that in many cases directly match contributors with beneficiaries, bypassing the classic model of charities. International giving by US individuals and institutions quadrupled in the 1990s and doubled again from 1998 to 2007, when it reached $39.6 billion—a sum more than 50 percent larger than the World Bank’s annual commitments. In the United States, the number of foundations increased from 40,000 in 1975 to more than 76,000 in 2012. Actors, athletes, and other A-list habitués ranging from Oprah Winfrey and Bill Clinton to Angelina Jolie and Bono have supercharged celebrity giving. And of course the new mega-foundations endowed by Bill and Melinda Gates, Warren Buffet, and George Soros are upending traditional ways of doing business in the big-foundation world. Thousands of newly wealthy technology tycoons and hedge fund managers are also entering the world of “giving” much sooner and making available larger amounts of money than had previously been the norm. “Venture philanthropy” has led to a new industry designed to advise, support, and channel such money. The United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the World Bank, and the Ford Foundation not only face more competitors who have harnessed the Internet and other technology to their advantage, but more public scrutiny and conditions from activists, recipients, and host governments.


Similarly, the long-entrenched power of the major organized religions is decaying at a remarkably rapid pace. For instance, Pentecostal churches are advancing in countries that were once strongholds for the Vatican and mainline Protestant churches. In Brazil, Pentecostals and charismatics made up only 5 percent of the population in 1960—compared to 49 percent in 2006. (They comprise 11 percent in South Korea, 23 percent in the United States, 26 percent in Nigeria, 30 percent in Chile, 34 percent in South Africa, 44 percent in the Philippines, 56 percent in Kenya, and 60 percent in Guatemala.) Pentecostal churches are typically small and tailored to local believers, but some have expanded and crossed borders; examples include Brazil’s Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus (IURD), which boasts 4 million members, and Nigeria’s Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG). One Nigerian pastor has a 40,000-member church in Kiev, Ukraine. Meanwhile, what experts call “organic churches”—that is, grassroots, hands-on, non-hierarchical churches that spring up in communities—are challenging Catholicism and the Church of England from within. And Islam, not centralized to begin with, is continuing to splinter as scholars and imams offer conflicting interpretations from televised platforms.


Add to all this the similar trends being observed in labor, education, art, science—even professional sports—and the picture fills in. It is a picture of power scattered among an increasing number of newer, smaller players from diverse and unexpected origins, much as we see in chess. And these players are using a very different playbook from the one on which traditional players have long relied.


I KNOW THAT ARGUING THAT POWER IS BECOMING MORE FRAIL AND vulnerable goes against the widespread perception to the contrary—the perception that we are living at a time when power is becoming more concentrated and that those who have it are stronger and more entrenched than ever before. Indeed, many people think that power is like money: having it increases the chances of having even more of it. From this perspective, the self-perpetuating cycle of concentration of power and wealth can be considered a central driver of human history. And, surely, the world is full of people and institutions that have immense power and are not about to lose it. But the pages ahead will show that looking at the world through this prism hides very important aspects of the way things are changing.


As we shall see, there is much more going on than a simple shift in power from one coterie of influential players to another. The transformation of power is more total and more complicated. Power itself has become more available—and, indeed, in today’s world more people have power. Yet its horizons have contracted, and once attained it has become harder to use. And there is an explanation for this.


WHAT CHANGED?


Power becomes entrenched as a result of barriers that shield incumbents from rivals. Such barriers not only prevent new competitors from growing into significant challengers but also reinforce the dominance of entrenched players. They are inherent in everything from the rules that govern elections to the arsenals of armies and police forces, to capital, exclusive access to resources, advertising budgets, proprietary technology, alluring brands, and even the moral authority of religious leaders or the personal charisma of some politicians.


Over the course of the last three decades, however, barriers to power have weakened at a very fast pace. They are now more easily undermined, overwhelmed, and circumvented. As our discussion of domestic and international politics, business, war, religion, and other areas will show, the causes underlying this phenomenon are related not only to demographic and economic transformations and the spread of information technologies but also to political changes and profound shifts in expectations, values, and social norms. Such information technologies (including but not limited to the Internet) play a meaningful role in shaping access to power and its use. But the more fundamental explanation as to why barriers to power have become more feeble has to do with the transformations in such diverse factors as rapid economic growth in many poor countries, migratory patterns, medicine and healthcare, education, and even attitudes and cultural mores—in short, with changes in the scope, state, and potential of human lives.


After all, what most distinguishes our lives today from those of our ancestors is not the tools we use or the rules that govern our societies. It is the fact that we are far more numerous on the planet; we live longer; we are in better health; we are more literate and educated; an unprecedented number of us are less desperate for food and have more time and money for other pursuits; and when we are not satisfied with our present location, it is now easier and cheaper than ever to move and try somewhere else. As our proximity and density have increased along with the duration and richness of our lives, our contacts with one another have also increased, enhancing our aspirations and our opportunities. Of course, health, education, and prosperity are far from universal today. Poverty, inequality, war, disease, and social and economic suffering persist. But overall statistics regarding life spans, literacy, infant mortality, nutrition, income levels, educational attainment, and human development demonstrate a world that has profoundly changed—along with perceptions and attitudes—in ways that directly affect the terms by which power is gained, kept, and lost.


The next three chapters will develop this idea in detail. Chapter 2 presents a clear and practical way of thinking about power that is applicable to every field. It discusses the various ways in which power may be exercised, makes sense of the differences between aspects of power such as influence, persuasion, coercion, and authority, and shows how power takes shelter behind barriers that allow it to expand and concentrate—until those same barriers are eroded and no longer fulfill their shielding function. Chapter 3 explains how power got big in so many different realms. Why, I ask, has power become equated in practice with the size of the organizations that back it? Why did large, hierarchical, and centralized organizations become the dominant vehicles through which power was—and still largely is—exercised? This coupling of power with the size of the organization that has it reached its apogee during the twentieth century. And it is an outlook that still dominates today’s debates and conversation, even though the facts have now plainly changed.


Chapter 4 shows in detail how the big changes in our lives have created new challenges that make it more difficult to set up and defend the barriers to power that keep rivals at bay. These changes stem from three revolutionary transformations that define our time: the More revolution, which is characterized by increases in everything from the number of countries to population size, standards of living, literacy rates, and quantity of products on the market; the Mobility revolution, which has set people, goods, money, ideas, and values moving at hitherto unimagined rates toward every corner of the planet (including those that were once remote and inaccessible); and the Mentality revolution, which reflects the major changes in mindsets, expectations, and aspirations that have accompanied these shifts.


Some aspects of these three revolutions will be familiar to the reader, but what is not familiar, and has not been examined in depth, is how each of them is making power easier to get and harder to use or keep. Chapter 4 shows exactly how these profound and simultaneous revolutions are pushing down the barriers to power and increasing the difficulty of wielding it effectively. The result has been to severely hamper large, centralized modern organizations whose sizeable assets no longer guarantee dominance and in some cases may even have become disadvantages. Indeed, the circumstances under which different forms of power are expressed—including coercion, obligation, persuasion, and inducement—have changed in ways that limit to some degree, or roll back altogether, the advantages of size.


THE DECAY OF POWER: IS IT NEW? IS IT TRUE? SO WHAT?


The changes we’ll explore have benefited innovators and new entrants in many fields—including, unfortunately, pirates, terrorists, insurgents, hackers, traffickers, counterfeiters, and cyber-criminals.15 They have produced opportunities for pro-democracy activists—as well as for fringe political parties with narrow or extreme agendas—and opened alternative paths to political influence that bypass or break down the formal and rigid internal structure of the political establishment, both in democratic countries and in repressive ones. Few could have anticipated that, when a small band of Malaysian activists decided in the summer of 2011 to “occupy” Dataran square in Kuala Lumpur, thus emulating the Indignados (“the indignant ones”) camping in Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, a similar movement would spring up to occupy Wall Street and spark similar initiatives in 2,600 cities around the world.


Although the concrete political changes produced by the “Occupy” movements have thus far been meager, their impact is worthy of notice. As noted 1960s chronicler Todd Gitlin observed, “The sort of sea changes in public conversation that took three years to develop during the long-gone sixties—about brutal war, unsatisfying affluence, debased politics, and the suppressed democratic promise—took three weeks in 2011.”16 In terms of speed, impact, and new forms of horizontal organization, the Occupy movements also revealed the erosion of the monopoly that traditional political parties once had over the channels through which members of society transmitted their grievances, hopes, and demands. In the Middle East, the Arab Spring that began in 2010 does not show any signs of abating and is instead continuing to spread—with reverberations felt by authoritarian regimes the world over.


And as noted earlier, much the same is happening in the business world. Small and obscure companies from countries with barely opened markets have been able to leapfrog and sometimes take over massive global enterprises and prestige brands built over decades by grand captains of industry.


In geopolitics, small players—whether “minor” countries or nonstate entities—have acquired new opportunities to veto, interfere in, redirect, and generally stymie the concerted efforts of “big powers” and multilateral organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF). To name just a few instances: Poland’s vetoing of the EU’s low-carbon policy, the attempts by Turkey and Brazil to derail the big powers’ negotiations with Iran over its nuclear program, Wikileaks’ disclosure of US diplomatic secrets, the Gates Foundation’s contesting of the World Health Organization leadership in the fight against malaria, and spoilers of various stripes and sizes in global negotiations on trade, climate change, and numerous other issues.


These newly and increasingly relevant “small players” are vastly different from one another, as are the fields they compete in. But they have in common the fact that they no longer require size, scope, history, or entrenched tradition to make their mark. They represent the rise of a new kind of power—call it micropower—that previously had little scope for success. Today, this book argues, what is changing the world has less to do with the competition between megaplayers than with the rise of micropowers and their ability to challenge the megaplayers.


The decay of power does not mean the extinction of those megaplayers. Big government, big armies, big business, and big universities will be constrained and confined as never before, but they will certainly stay relevant and their actions and decisions will carry great weight. But not as much as before. Not as much as they would like. And not as much as they expected. And though it may seem to be an unalloyed good that the powerful are less powerful than before (after all, power corrupts, doesn’t it?), their demotion can also generate instability, disorder, and paralysis in the face of complex problems.


The coming chapters will also show how the decay of power has accelerated, despite such seemingly contradictory trends as the “big is back” and “too big to fail” bailouts at the end of the last decade, the constant increases in the military budgets of the United States and China, and the growing disparities in income and wealth throughout the world. Indeed, the decay of power is a more important and far-reaching issue than the superficial trends and developments that currently clog debates among policymakers and analysts.


In particular, this book takes aim at two of the big conventional conversations about power. One is the fixation with the Internet as the explanation for changes in power, especially in politics and business. The other is the obsession with the changing of the guard in geopolitics, whereby the decline of some nations (particularly the United States) and the rise of others (notably China) is presented as the dominant world-transforming trend of our time.


The decay of power is not driven by the Internet specifically or by information technology more generally. The Internet and other tools are undeniably transforming politics, activism, business, and, of course, power. But too often, this fundamental role is exaggerated and misunderstood. New information technologies are tools—and to have an impact, tools need users, who in turn need goals, direction, and motivation. Facebook, Twitter, and text messages were fundamental in empowering the protesters in the Arab Spring. But the protesters and the circumstances that motivated them to take to the streets are driven by circumstances at home and abroad that have nothing to do with the new information tools at their disposal. Millions of people participated in the demonstrations that brought down Hosni Mubarak in Egypt—but at its peak, the Facebook page credited with helping to spur protests there had only 350,000 members. Indeed, a recent study of Twitter traffic during the Egyptian and Libyan uprisings found that more than 75 percent of people who clicked on embedded Twitter links related to those struggles were from outside the Arab world.17 Another study, by the US Institute of Peace, which also examined patterns of Twitter use during the Arab Spring, concluded that new media “did not appear to play a significant role in either in-country collective action or regional diffusion” of the uprising.18


First and foremost among the drivers of protest was the demographic reality of young people in countries like Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria—people who are healthier and better-educated than ever before but also unemployed and deeply frustrated. Moreover, the same information technologies that empower average citizens have ushered in new avenues for surveillance, repression, and corporate control—helping Iran, for example, identify and imprison participants in its stillborn “Green Revolution.” It would be wrongheaded either to deny the critical role played by information technologies, especially social media, in the changes we are witnessing or to explain them only as the result of the widespread adoption of these technologies.


THE DECAY OF POWER IS ALSO NOT TO BE CONFUSED WITH ANY OF the “fashionable” power shifts that analysts and commentators have dissected ever since the decline of America and the rise of China became axiomatic as the key geopolitical transformation of our era—one celebrated, decried, or cautioned against, with various degrees of nuance, depending on the author’s point of view. Assessing the concomitant decline of Europe and rise of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) bloc and “the rest” has become the great parlor game among professional and amateur globe-twirlers. But while rivalries among nations are in flux (they always have been), the fixation with who is declining and who is rising is a grand and perilous distraction. This is a distraction because each new batch of winners is making an unpleasant discovery: namely, that those who hold power in the future will find their latitude constrained and their effectiveness limited in ways that they probably did not anticipate and that their predecessors did not experience.


Moreover, the cumulative effect of these changes has accelerated the corrosion of moral authority and legitimacy writ large. The well-documented decline of trust in the professions and in public institutions is one manifestation of that trend. Not only are society’s leaders seen as more vulnerable, but those over whom they once held uncontested sway are more aware of different possibilities and more attuned to their own personal fulfillment. Today, we ask not what we can do for our country but what our country, employer, fast-food purveyor, or favorite airline can do for us.


Failure to look beyond the battles of the moment and see the larger decay of power carries a great cost. It contributes to confusion and prevents progress on the key and complex issues that demand our urgent attention, from the contagion of financial crises, unemployment, and poverty to resource depletion and climate change. We live in a time when, paradoxically, we are more aware of these issues and understand them better than ever before, yet we seem unable to tackle them decisively and effectively. The decay of power is the reason why.


BUT WHAT IS POWER?


A book about power requires a definition of power—and, just as important, a reason to take on this primordial yet in some ways most elusive of topics.


Power has focused behavior and driven competition since the dawn of society. For Aristotle, power along with wealth and friendships were the three components that added up to a person’s happiness. The premise that humans naturally seek power at a personal level, and that rulers seek to consolidate and expand their realm, is a matter of near-consensus in philosophy. In the sixteenth century Niccolo Machiavelli wrote in The Prince, his primer on statecraft, that the acquisition of territory and political control “is in truth very natural and common, and men always do so when they can.”19 In the seventeenth century, the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes took the issue a step further in Leviathan, his classic treatise on human nature and society: “I put for a general inclination of all mankind a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only after death,” Hobbes wrote.20 Two and a half centuries later, in 1885, Friedrich Nietzsche would write, in the voice of the heroic title character of Thus Spake Zarathustra: “Wherever I found a living thing, there found I Will to Power; and even in the will of the servant found I the will to be master.”21


This is not to say that human life boils down to power alone. Surely love, sex, faith, and other urges and emotions also have their part to play. But just as surely, power is a quest that has forever motivated people. And just as it has always done, power structures society and helps govern relationships and orchestrate the interactions between people and within and among communities and nations. Power plays out in every field in which we contend, compete, or organize: international politics and war, domestic politics, business, scientific inquiry, religion, social action such as philanthropy and activism, and social and cultural relations of all kinds. Arguably, power also plays out in our most intimate love and family relations, as well as in our language and even through our dreams. Those last dimensions are beyond the focus of this book, but that does not mean they have been insulated from the trends that I seek to explain.


The approach here is practical. The aim is to understand what it takes to get power, to keep it, and to lose it. This requires a working definition, and here is one: 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 otherwise have behaved.


This practical way of looking at power is neither new nor controversial. Although power is an inherently complex topic, many of the practical definitions that social scientists have used are similar to the one spelled out here. For instance, my approach echoes a classic and much-referenced paper written in 1957 by the political scientist Robert Dahl, “The Concept of Power.” In Dahl’s phrasing: “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.” Different ways of exercising power, and different expressions of power such as influence, persuasion, coercion, and authority—which the next chapter will address—occur within this context: one party getting or failing to get the other to act in a certain way.22


Power may well be an essential motivation that all of us carry in our inner being, as the philosophers tell us; but as a force in action, it is inherently relational. It is not enough to measure power using proxies, such as who has the largest army, the richest treasury, the biggest population, or the most abundant resources. No one walks around with a fixed and quantifiable amount of power, because in reality any person or institution’s power varies from situation to situation. For power to operate requires an interaction or exchange between two or more parties: master and servant, ruler and citizen, boss and employee, parent and child, teacher and student, or a complex combination of individuals, parties, armies, companies, institutions, even nations. Just as the players move from situation to situation, the ability of each one to direct or prevent the actions of the others—in other words, their power—also shifts. The less the players and their attributes change, the more stable the particular distribution of power becomes. But when the number, identity, motivations, abilities, and attributes of the players change, the power distribution will change as well.


This is not just an abstract point. What I mean is that power has a social function. Its role is not just to enforce domination or to create winners and losers: it also organizes communities, societies, marketplaces, and the world. Hobbes explained this well. Because the urge for power is primal, he argued, it follows that humans are inherently conflictual and competitive. Left to express that nature without the presence of power to inhibit and direct them, they would fight until there was nothing left to fight for. But if they obeyed a “common power,” they could put their efforts toward building society, not destroying it. “During the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war,” Hobbes wrote, “and such a war as is of every man against every man.”23


THE DECAY OF POWER: WHAT’S AT STAKE?


The fall of barriers to power is opening the door to new players of the kind that have transformed chess—and, as the chapters ahead will detail, are now transforming other major fields of human competition.


Those new players are the micropowers mentioned earlier. Their power is of a new kind: not the massive, overwhelming, and often coercive power of large and expert organizations but the counterpower that comes from being able to oppose and constrain what those big players can do.


It is a power that comes from innovation and initiative, yes, but also from the newly expanded scope for techniques like vetoes, foot-dragging, diversions, and interference. The classic tactics of the wartime insurgent are now available and effective in many other fields. This means that they can open new horizons not just to progressive innovators but also to extremists, separatists, and people who are not committed to the general good. And the profusion of all these players, as is already evident and accelerating, should raise some very grave concerns about what stands to happen if the decay of power continues ignored and unchecked.


We all know that too much concentration of power results in social harm, not least in those realms that ostensibly focus on doing good— witness the scandals that have afflicted the Catholic Church. And what happens when power is radically scattered, diffuse, and decayed? The philosophers already knew the answer: chaos and anarchy. The war of all against all that Hobbes anticipated is the antithesis of social well-being. And the decay of power risks producing just this scenario. A world where players have enough power to block everyone else’s initiatives but no one has the power to impose its preferred course of action is a world where decisions are not taken, taken too late, or watered down to the point of ineffectiveness. Without the predictability and stability that come with generally accepted rules and authorities, even the most free-spirited creators of art, music, and literature will lack the ability to lead fulfilling lives, beginning with the ability to subsist in some consistent, systematic way off the fruits of their own labor (i.e., with some form of intellectual property protection). Decades of knowledge and experience accumulated by political parties, corporations, churches, militaries, and cultural institutions face the threat of dissipation. And the more slippery power becomes, the more our lives become governed by short-term incentives and fears, and the less we can chart our actions and plan for the future.


The combination of such risks can lead to alienation. Powerful institutions have been with us for so long, and the barriers to power traditionally have been so high, that we’ve composed the meaning of our lives—our choices about what to do, what to accept, what to challenge—within their parameters. If we become too alienated, the decay of power may turn destructive.


We urgently need to understand and address the nature and consequences of such decay. Indeed, although the aforementioned risks fall short of outright anarchy, they are clearly already interfering with our ability to address some of the great issues of our time. From climate change to nuclear proliferation, economic crises, resource depletion, pandemics, the persistent poverty of the “bottom billion,” terrorism, trafficking, cyber-crime, and more, the world faces increasingly complex challenges that require the participation of ever more diverse parties and players to solve. The decay of power is an exhilarating trend in the sense that it has made space for new ventures, new companies, and, all over the world, new voices and more opportunities. But its consequences for stability are fraught with danger. How can we continue the welcome advances of plural voices and opinions, initiative and innovation, without at the same time driving ourselves into a crippling paralysis that could undo this progress very quickly? Understanding the decay of power is the first step toward finding our way forward in a world that is being reborn.




CHAPTER TWO


MAKING SENSE OF POWER


How It Works and How to Keep It


YOUR ALARM GOES OFF AT 6:45 A.M., A HALF-HOUR EARLIER THAN normal, because your boss insisted that you attend a meeting you think is worthless. You would have argued, but next week is your annual review, and you didn’t want to jeopardize your promotion. An ad plays on your clock radio for the new Toyota Prius: “It gets the best mileage of any car in America.” You’re sick of paying so much every week to fill up your tank. The Joneses next door have a Prius; why not you? Except that you don’t have the money for a down payment. At breakfast with your daughter, you notice that she—despite your offer last week to allow her to listen to music on her headphones if she would eat granola instead of Cocoa Puffs—is sitting there with headphones on and eating . . . Cocoa Puffs. You and your wife argue over who will leave work early and pick up your daughter from school. You win. But you feel guilty and agree to walk the dog as a conciliatory concession. You go outside with the dog. It’s raining. He refuses to move. And there’s absolutely nothing you can do to budge him.


As we make the many big and small decisions that come up in daily life, as citizens, employees, consumers, investors, or members of a household or family, we must constantly bear in mind the scope—and the limits—of our own power. Whether the challenge is getting a raise or a promotion, doing our job in a certain way, pushing an elected official to vote for a bill we favor, planning a vacation with a spouse, or getting a child to eat right, we are always, consciously or not, gauging our power: assessing our capacity to get others to behave as we want. We bridle at the power of others and its irritating and inconveniencing effects: how our boss, the government, the police, the bank, or our telephone or cable provider induces us to behave in a certain way, to do certain things, or to quit doing others. And yet we often seek power, sometimes in very self-conscious ways.


Sometimes, the exercise of power is so brutal and definitive that it has an enduring half-life. Even though Saddam Hussein and Moammar Qaddafi are gone, their victims doubtless still shudder at the mention of their names—an experience commonly shared by survivors of brutal crimes long after the perpetrators have been caught. Past or present, we feel the presence of power, even when it is subtly used or merely displayed.


Yet whatever the extent to which power is part of our daily lives and on our minds, it eludes our understanding. Except in extreme cases when we are crudely compelled by the menace of handcuffs, fines, demotions, shaming, beatings, or other penalties, we tend to experience power more as emotional coercion than as corporeal force. Precisely because power is primordial, elemental, in our daily lives, we rarely stop to address it analytically—to identify exactly where it resides, how it works, how far it can go, and what stops it from going further.


There is a very good reason for this: power is hard to measure. In fact, strictly speaking, it is impossible to measure. You cannot tally it up and rank it. You can rank only what appear to be its agents, sources, and manifestations. Who has the most money in the bank? Which company can buy another one, or which has the largest assets on its balance sheet? Which army has the most soldiers or tanks or fighter jets? Which political party won the most votes in the last election or controls more seats in parliament? These things can all be measured and recorded. But they do not measure power. They are only proxies. As gauges of power, they are unreliable, and even when tallied up they do not tell the whole story about how powerful someone or something is.


Still, power pervades everything from the system of nations to markets and politics—indeed, any situation in which people or organizations compete or individuals interact. Wherever competition takes place, a distribution of power exists, and it is always relevant to human experience. Though not the only motivation behind such experience, the quest for power is surely one of the most important.


So how can we usefully talk about power? If we are to understand how power is obtained, used, or lost, we need a way to discuss it that is not vague, grandiose, or misleading. Unfortunately, most of our conversations about power never actually make it past those pitfalls.


HOW TO TALK ABOUT POWER


There is a way to talk productively about power. Yes, power itself is partly material and partly psychological, partly tangible and partly something that affects our imagination. As a commodity or force, power is hard to pin down and quantify. But as a dynamic that shapes a specific situation, it can be evaluated, and its limits and latitude assessed.


Take, for example, the ritualized group portrait of the heads of state and government who gather at a summit of the Group of Eight influential countries. Here are the president of the United States, the chancellor of Germany, the president of France, the prime minister of Japan, the prime minister of Italy, and others of their rank. Each of them is “in power.” In that respect, they are peers. And indeed, each of them has a great deal of power. Does it come from the prestige of their office, its history, and the ritual that accompanies it? From their victory in an election? From their command over a large civil service and military? From their ability to direct, with a stroke of a pen, the spending of billions of dollars raised by taxes on the labor and commerce of their citizens? Obviously, it is a mix of all these factors and others too. That is power as a force—palpable, but hard to disaggregate and quantify.


Now, with the same photo in mind, imagine the latitude and limits that these leaders enjoy or confront in different situations. What happened during the summit meeting itself? What issues were discussed, what agreements were negotiated, and, in each case, whose will prevailed? Did the American president, often labeled “the most powerful man in the world,” win every time? What coalitions formed, and who made what concessions? Then imagine each leader returning to his or her country and addressing the domestic agenda of the moment: budget cuts, labor conflicts, crime, immigration, corruption scandals, military deployments, and whatever else might be going on in that particular region. Some of these leaders command strong parliamentary majorities; others depend on fragile coalitions. Some, through their office, have great scope to rule by executive order or decree; others do not. Some enjoy great personal prestige or high approval ratings; others are beset by scandal or politically vulnerable. Their effective power—the practical translation into action of the power of their position—depends on all these circumstances and varies from issue to issue.


Even if we can’t quantify power, we can be quite clear about how it works. Power operates in relation to others. The more accurately we define the players and the stakes, the more sharply power comes into focus: no longer an ill-defined force, it can now be seen as an arbiter of a menu of actions, of possibilities for shaping and changing a situation, with a defined scope and real limits. And if we understand how power works, then we can understand what makes it work well, and thus sustain itself and increase; and also what makes it fail, and thus disperse, decline, or even evaporate. In a given situation, to what extent is power fettered or constrained? What ability does each player have to change the situation? By examining competition or conflict in these practical, operational terms, we can begin to understand where events are headed.


Nowadays, as we will see in the pages ahead, the accumulation and exercise of power are headed into uncharted waters.


HOW POWER WORKS


In Chapter 1, I offered a practical definition: Power is the ability to direct or prevent the current or future actions of other groups and individuals. This definition has the benefit of clarity, and better still, it avoids misleading proxies such as size, resources, weapons, and number of supporters. But it does need elaboration. After all, the actions of others can be directed or prevented in many ways. In practice, power is expressed through four different means. Call them the channels of power.


        •   The Muscle: The first channel of power is the most obvious and familiar. Force—or threat of force—is the blunt instrument through which power is exercised in certain extreme situations. The muscle can take the form of a conquering army, a police force with its handcuffs and jail cells, a bully in a schoolyard, a knife to the neck, a nuclear arsenal to deter attack, or someone’s ability to bankrupt your company, fire you from your job, or expel you from your church. It can also dwell in the exclusive control of some essential resource that can be proffered or denied (money, oil, voters). The presence of muscle is not always bad. We all celebrate a police force that catches criminals even if doing so at times requires the use of force. The legitimate use of violence is a right that citizens grant the state in exchange for protection and stability. But whether in the service of tyrants or enlightened leaders, muscle ultimately relies on coercion. You obey it because if you don’t, the consequences will be worse than those of obeying.


        •   The Code: Why do Catholics attend Mass, Jews observe the Sabbath, and Muslims pray five times a day? Why do many societies ask elders to mediate conflicts and consider their decisions just and wise? What causes people to follow the Golden Rule and refrain from harming others even when no law or punishment exists to deter them? The answers can be found in morals, tradition, cultural mores, social expectations, religious beliefs, and values handed down through generations or taught to children in school. We live in a universe of codes that we sometimes follow and sometimes do not. And we allow others to direct our behavior through their invocation of such codes. That channel of power does not employ coercion; instead, it activates our sense of moral duty. Perhaps the best example is the Ten Commandments: through them, a higher and unquestioned power unequivocally tells us how to behave.


        •   The Pitch: You hear a lot about the power of advertising. It gets the credit when people switch from McDonald’s to Burger King or when Honda’s sales surge as those of Volkswagen dwindle. Billions of dollars go into advertisements in television and radio programs, on billboards and websites, and in magazines, video games, and every other possible vehicle for the express purpose of getting people to do something they would not otherwise have done: purchase the product. The pitch requires neither force nor a moral code. Instead, it gets us to change our thinking, our perception; it persuades us that some product or service is worth selecting over the alternatives. The pitch is just the capacity to persuade others to see the situation in a way that leads them to advance the persuader’s goals or interests. Real estate agents who induce potential buyers to value the advantages of living in a specific neighborhood are not applying force, exerting moral suasion, or changing the structure of the situation (by lowering the price, for example). They are changing the clients’ behavior by altering their perception of the situation.


        •   The Reward: How many times have you heard someone say “I wouldn’t do that even if you paid me to”? But typically the opposite is true: people accept payment to do things they would not otherwise do. Any individual who can provide coveted rewards has a major advantage in getting others to behave in ways aligned to his interests. He can change the structure of the situation. Whether in the form of an offer of fuel oil to North Korea in exchange for letting its nuclear reactors get inspected, the addition of hundreds of millions of dollars to the foreign aid budget to buy another country’s support, or a bidding war for a top banker, singer, professor, or surgeon, the deployment of material benefits to induce behavior is perhaps power’s most common use.


These four channels—muscle, code, pitch, and reward—are what social scientists call ideal-types: they are analytically distinct and extreme renderings of the category they seek to represent. But in practice—or, more precisely, in the exercise of power in specific situations—they tend to mix and combine and are seldom so clear-cut. Consider, for instance, the power of religion, which operates through multiple channels. Dogma or moral code, whether enshrined in age-old scripture or propounded by a latter-day preacher or guru, is a big part of what earns an organized faith its adherents—along with their commitment of time and belief, their presence at services, their tithes, and their labor. But when churches, temples, and mosques compete for members, they often do so on the basis of a pitch—as in advertising. Indeed, many institutions of faith stage elaborate campaigns managed by highly specialized advertising firms. And they offer rewards as well—not just the immaterial reward of promised salvation but tangible here-and-now benefits such as access to the congregation’s job bank, child care, singles’ nights, or access to a network of members in prominent positions. In some societies, religious participation itself is enforced by means of muscle; consider, for instance, the laws in certain countries that require certain forms of behavior and punishing others, enforce the length of women’s abayas or men’s beards, or excommunicate physicians who perform abortions.


Nonetheless, each of the four channels—muscle, code, pitch, and reward—operates in a distinct way. And understanding those differences offers a glimpse of the atomic structure of power.


My formulation of these four channels adheres to the compelling framework first presented by a distinguished scholar of business and management from South Africa: Ian MacMillan of the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania (see Figure 2.1). In Strategy Formulation: Political Concepts, published in 1978, MacMillan sought to educate business students about the complexities of power and negotiation. He observed that in any power interaction, one party manipulates a situation in a way that affects the actions of another party.1 But various kinds of manipulation are available depending on the answers to two questions:
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