
  
  
How Power Works  
  
  
Abstract  
  
  
Power is a fundamental aspect of human interaction, shaping societies, relationships, and organizations. 
This paper explores the dynamics of power, proposing that power is the currency of trust, which is backed
by human emotions. It further distinguishes between ethical power, grounded in trust and emotional 
intelligence, and unethical power, which relies on coercion and manipulation. Through historical 
examples, philosophical alignment, and theoretical analysis, the study highlights the critical role of trust 
and emotions in sustaining power, emphasizing the need for ethical approaches in leadership and 
influence.  
  
  
  
  
---  
  
  
1. Introduction  
  
  
Power has long been studied in philosophy, sociology, and psychology as a means of achieving influence
and control. However, the distinction between ethical and unethical power is often blurred in practice. This
paper posits that power is the currency of trust, which is backed by human emotions. Leaders and 
systems that embrace ethical power build sustainable legacies, while those relying on unethical power 
often face resistance and eventual decline.  
" Power is the currency of trust which is begged by human emotions. "  
  
  
  
  
    
  
  
Research Questions:  
  
  
1. How does trust shape the exercise and sustainability of power?  
  
  
  
  
2. In what ways do emotions underpin trust and influence power dynamics?  
  
  
  
  
3. What distinguishes ethical power from unethical power, and how does this affect its sustainability?  
  
  
  



  
4. How does this framework align with philosophical traditions?  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
---  
  
  
2. Theoretical Framework  
  
  
2.1. Power as the Currency of Trust  
  
  
In this conceptual framework, power is described as the "currency" of trust. Just as currency derives its 
value from the confidence of its users, power relies on trust for legitimacy and effectiveness. Ethical 
power invests in building and maintaining trust, while unethical power undermines it through manipulation 
and coercion.  
  
  
2.2. Ethical Power vs. Unethical Power  
  
  
Ethical Power: Rooted in trust, ethical power relies on transparency, emotional intelligence, and mutual 
respect. It seeks to empower others and create a positive, lasting impact.  
  
  
Unethical Power: Characterized by coercion, deceit, and exploitation of emotions, unethical power 
prioritizes short-term gains over sustainable influence, often leading to distrust, rebellion, or collapse.  
  
  
  
  
2.3. Emotions as the Basis for Trust  
  
  
Trust is inherently emotional, driven by perceptions of integrity, authenticity, and care. Leaders who 
practice ethical power are adept at managing emotions, fostering empathy, and building genuine 
connections. Conversely, unethical power often exploits emotions such as fear, anger, or greed to 
manipulate others.  
  
  
  
  
---  
  
  
3. Methodology  
  
  



This study employs a qualitative approach, analyzing historical case studies of figures who exemplified 
both ethical and unethical power. Secondary data from leadership, sociology, and philosophy literature 
will also be integrated to examine the interplay between power, trust, emotions, and ethics.  
  
  
  
  
---  
  
  
4. Findings and Discussion  
  
  
4.1. Trust as the Foundation of Sustainable Power  
  
  
Power derived from trust is resilient and self-reinforcing. Historical figures who understood this dynamic 
embraced ethical power to achieve lasting influence.  
  
  
Mahatma Gandhi (Ethical Power): Gandhi’s leadership was grounded in ethical principles of nonviolence 
and truth. His ability to connect emotionally with people across diverse communities fostered trust, 
enabling him to lead India’s independence movement.  
  
  
Nelson Mandela (Ethical Power): Mandela’s focus on reconciliation and forgiveness after decades of 
apartheid established him as a leader of ethical power. His approach demonstrated that power grounded 
in trust and empathy can unite deeply divided societies.  
  
  
Abraham Lincoln (Ethical Power): Lincoln’s empathetic leadership during the Civil War reflected his 
commitment to ethical power. His ability to emotionally connect with both allies and adversaries earned 
him widespread trust, culminating in the abolition of slavery and preservation of the Union.  
  
  
Adolf Hitler (Unethical Power): Hitler’s rise to power exploited fear, anger, and prejudice to manipulate the
masses. While he achieved significant control, his unethical approach relied on divisive propaganda and 
coercion, ultimately leading to widespread devastation and collapse.  
  
  
  
  
4.2. Ethical and Unethical Power in Modern Leadership  
  
  
In modern contexts, ethical power is evident in organizations that prioritize transparency, emotional 
intelligence, and trust-building. For example, companies like Patagonia thrive by fostering trust among 
employees and customers.  
Conversely, unethical power manifests in exploitative corporate practices or authoritarian regimes, where 
manipulation and coercion lead to instability and eventual failure.  
  
  
  
  
---  



  
  
4.3. Philosophical Alignment: Power, Trust, and Emotions  
  
  
The concepts of power as a currency of trust, backed by emotions, align with and diverge from the views 
of various philosophers.  
  
  
4.3.1. Niccolò Machiavelli: Power Through Strategy and Fear  
  
  
Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532) advocates for pragmatic and sometimes ruthless strategies to acquire 
and maintain power. He famously argued that “it is better to be feared than loved if you cannot be both.”  
  
  
Contrast: Machiavelli’s approach aligns with unethical power, emphasizing fear and manipulation for 
short-term control. However, this paper argues that trust and emotional intelligence provide a more 
sustainable path to influence.  
  
  
Alignment: Machiavelli’s focus on perception acknowledges the importance of emotions, albeit in a 
manipulative context.  
  
  
  
  
4.3.2. Thomas Hobbes: Authority and Trust in the Social Contract  
  
  
Hobbes, in Leviathan (1651), argued that societal order relies on a "social contract" where individuals 
trust a sovereign to ensure stability.  
  
  
Alignment: Hobbes’ emphasis on trust as foundational to authority complements this paper’s argument.  
  
  
Contrast: While Hobbes focused on rational trust, this paper highlights emotional trust as equally critical.  
  
  
  
  
4.3.3. Friedrich Nietzsche: Power as Will and Emotion  
  
  
Nietzsche’s will to power suggests that power is an intrinsic human drive. He acknowledged the emotional
forces behind human action but emphasized self-mastery.  
  
  
Alignment: Both Nietzsche and this paper recognize emotions as essential to power.  
  
  
Contrast: Nietzsche’s focus on individual power contrasts with this paper’s emphasis on collective trust.  
  
  



  
  
4.3.4. Hannah Arendt: Power as Collective Action  
  
  
Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) defined power as collective action sustained by trust and dialogue.  
  
  
Alignment: Arendt’s focus on trust and mutual agreement aligns with this paper’s thesis.  
  
  
Contrast: Arendt emphasized collective structures, whereas this paper integrates emotions into the 
relational dynamics of power.  
  
  
  
  
4.3.5. Michel Foucault: Power as Relationships and Structures  
  
  
Foucault argued that power operates through relationships and societal norms, rather than being 
concentrated in individuals.  
  
  
Alignment: Foucault’s relational view supports the concept of trust as central to power dynamics.  
  
  
Contrast: This paper incorporates emotions as a key element, a dimension Foucault did not emphasize.  
  
  
  
  
  
  
---  
  
  
5. Conclusion  
  
  
Power, when understood as the currency of trust backed by human emotions, becomes a sustainable and
transformative force. Ethical power, rooted in trust and emotional intelligence, builds lasting influence and 
inspires progress. Unethical power, driven by manipulation and coercion, may achieve short-term gains 
but often leads to distrust and collapse.  
  
  
This paper’s framework aligns with philosophical traditions that emphasize trust and relationships, from 
Hobbes’ social contract to Arendt’s collective action. By incorporating emotions into these discussions, it 
provides a holistic perspective on how power functions in various contexts.  
  
  
  
  
---  
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