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The Power Paradox

Al't is far safer to be feared t han (Refaranck, 0

1), the founding text of the philosophy of realpolitik. These days, anyone wishing to

establish their credentials as a hard-headed commentator on global affairs need only echo

wr

t hat bl eak assessment : -goaderstppreathdoge amdicharitpier vy we

but force, or the threat of it, is the only language everyone always understands. The

American psychologist, Dacher Keltner, in his 2016 book, The Power Paradox (Reference

2) begs to differ. When you closely observe chimpanzees i or other primates, such as
kindergartners or university studentsi you 61l | find it is not
gain power, he writes. Rather, it is those who demonstrate empathy and enthusiasm,
sol ve ot her s @thewise forther thes greatar dood. Were that the end of the
story, the world would be ruled exclusively by kindly philanthropists. Keen-eyed readers
may have noticed that this is not the case.

t

he

This is the Aparadoxo of Kelstthe bestpath td powetl, e :
but achieving power reliably turns peopl e

Ai nduce us to | ose the very skills that
demonstrates that people who feel powerful are more likely to act impulsively: to have
affairs; to drive inconsiderately; to lie; to argue that it is justifiable for them to break rules

others should follow; and, in one entertaining study by Keltner and his colleagues, to steal

sweets from children. Rich people even shoplift more than the poor. All in all,

accumulating power seems to trigger a tendency to self-absorption: in experiments, when

people are asked to draw the letter E on their own foreheads so that others can read it,
powerful people are more likely to draw it the right way round to themselves, and
backwards to onlookers. In a literal sense, they no longer see the world from other
peopl ebs perspective.

Here, on the right side of the picture, is what this dnore-power-leads-to-less-powerd
paradox looks like when we connect all of Keltner® dots:
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The left hand side of the picture examines the corollary to Keltner& paradox and shows
how less power is turned back into more power.

Keltner, whose earlier work on emotions informed the Pixar movie Inside Out, presents 20

dower principleséto marshal solid evidence for his argument. Unfortunately, he also

apparently suffers from a severe case of counterintuitivitis, insisting that his findings show
our existing ideas of power to be utterly wrongheaded. But, when we look around us at the

still-growing gap between the powerful and the powerless, they somehowd o n 0 t

In order to resolve this deeper real-world paradox, we need to examine three related
cycles. First up, returning to Machiavelli, is what we might think of as a Fear Cycle:
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In this (vicious) cycle, the powerful person® alienation from the masses leads them to
physically separate themelves. This physical separation (think those living inside gated
communities (or, more extreme, wanting to build a settlement on Mars)) then serves to
exacerbate the diminishment of moral sentiments, further reduces empathy, and
eventually serves to actions that will increase the physical separation even more. To the
point, thinking about gated communities again, where the powerful become so fearful of
the masses they never leave their diamond-encrusted world at all.

The other side of this coin concerns the powerless. Their vicious cycle looks something
like this:

)
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This Powerlessness Trap doesnd look so good for the powerless. From the perspective of
the powerful, we can see many examples of attempts to draw the powerless into the Trap.
Usually relating to delpbbeing provided in the form of debt. Machiavelli-wise, it is the
combination of this game and the Fear-Cycle that serve to keep the powerful in power. At
least until the cycles get so vicious the only recourse left open to the powerless is to revolt
and &at The Richd(Reference 3).

Before we allow ourselves to get too depressed (or excited!) by this combination, probably
best to move on and look at the third cycle. This time a virtuous one:
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This dHumility Cycledis the one in which powerful people realise that instead of becoming
more powerful by living in a fortress and trapping their serfs in debt, they can do it by
behaving with humility and paying-back their privilege-generated rewards by doing more to
serve the greater good. This is one we might also think of as the Gandhi style of power
building.

If nothing of the power paradox is surprising, it is also true that society generally fails to
take full account of its implications. If we did, we would reach some alarming insights,
especially about politics and organisational life. We hope to bring change by electing or
appointing new and different leaders i yet the power paradox suggests it is precisely
through becoming leaders that they likely lose the qualities we saw in them. Those at the
top of the tree fAimay be the very people most
poverty, anideven ifteey staatddiout well meaning. Representative
democracy, on this account, seems pretty much doomed to fail. It is only a partial
compensation to realise that the paradox also implies that political hopefuls such as
Donald Trump 7 angry, manipulative bullies i are less likely to acquire power to begin
with.

The sole basis for optimism from K e | t perspekts/e is the conclusion that serving the
common good is, ultimately, in the self-interest of the powerful. If they can only resist the

temptation to turn into jerks instead. NnStay
others to completion é Take delight in the de
the world, o he advises. Howe v er ,ggeltithatitisthel ot he

powerless, not the powerful, who will be most receptive to that message (people low in
power report feeling compassion for others far more frequently).
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Fortunately, that® not the total story. For, buried inside each of the cycles, is a bifurcation,
a choice that a person has open to them. Two for the powerful:
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- Choose to use your power with humility or allow it to diminish your morality
- Choose to accept that your alienation diminishes your power and dond allow
yourself to physically separate yourself from the masses

And one for the powerless:
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- Choose to use the help and empathy from others to help serve the greater good of
others rather than to become dependent on that help. I think this one might be
called a version of ¢pay it forwardd Or, more prophetically perhaps, dnost help isnd@d

One can only hope that a new generation of psychologically informed advisers will take

our leaders aside and murmur in their ears the message that, in the long run,

compassionate policies are the best way to consolidate their own dominance. Looking at

the increasing levels of fear in the eyes of our political leaders and the increasingly
contemptuous Silicon Valley technocrats, one suspects they are likely to be more

receptive today than they were, say, eighteen months ago. Even if you are not a kind

person deep down, in other words, it pays to do kind things. This is surely right. Although
put | i ke that, doesnodét it start to sound a
approved. Or at least he would if, like you, hed@ been a contradiction solver.
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1) Machiavelli, N., @he Prince§ Arcturus Edition, 2015.
2) Keltner, D., @he Power Paradox: How We Gain And Lose Influence@ Allen Lane,
2016.
3) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eat_the_rich_(slogan)
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Case Study: Cosmic Concrete

Okay, this is a bit of a strange one. Or maybe obscure is the right word? If nothing else,
maybe it is just about offering another away-from-the-norm illustration of the Contradiction
Matrix. | think, though, that it also offers up an iconic example of a resources problem. On
Mars.

A place where, if Elon Musk and his trillionaire-cronies get their way, will be the next place
to be inhabited by man. Only, there® no known way anyone successfully landing there
has to make even the simplest shelters using the natural resources of the planet. Which,
so far as we can tell consist of, err, dust and rocks.

And that® pretty much our starting contradiction: how to make shelters when there are no
available structural materials, and shipping them in will be prohibitively expensive. Here®
what the conflict looks like when mapped onto the Contradiction Matrix:
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Let® park that thought for a moment and head off to the University of Manchester, where,

by casting one eye to a past where ancient buildings were held together with animal blood,
and one eye to a future where humans use Martian soil for on-site construction, scientists

have cooked up a new recipe for cost effective @osmic concreted Groups of astronauts in

space could produce hundreds of tonnes of building materials each year, according to the

scientists, continually expanding a potential Martian habitat with every visit.

The new building material was developed by scientists at the University of Manchester, by
drawing inspiration from ancient construction methods that involved mixing animal blood
into mortar to act as the binding material. Pig blood and lime mortar was one of the more
notable mixes, in which the blood regulated the growth of calcium carbonate crystal, with
one study even describing this as "one of the most important technological inventions in
the Chinese architectural history."

Alt 1 s exciti Hegge of thadpacaagemaay lmave foand ds solution based
on inspirationsfrommedi eval technology, 06 says author of

More recently, scientists have been busy exploring the question of how habitats might be
constructed during future Mars or lunar missions. Loading spacecraft up with bricks or
bags of cement would be prohibitively expensive, so this field of research involves
investigating how these structures can be made out of the materials that are already there,
with the soils of the Moon and Mars a prime target.

Some interesting studies in this area have shown how these soils can be mixed with other
ingredients and fashioned into flexible building blocks, bricks that are stronger than
reinforced concrete or some that even generate electricity. Alternatively, Martian soil is
thought to contain metals that could be extracted and melted down to form key parts of a
shelter.

In space engineering circles, this is known as in-situ resource utilisation, and the
University of Manchester scientists have gotten creative in considering exactly what
resources future explorers will have on hand. Working with simulated lunar and Martian
soils, the team experimented with using human blood and waste products as binding
material, and turned up some interesting results.

The work showed that a common protein in the blood called serum albumin could be used
as a binder to produce a concrete-like material with compressive strength comparable to
ordinary concrete. In investigating the mechanisms at play, the team found the blood
proteins "curdle" to form "beta sheets" that extend outward to hold the material together.

Even more interestingly, the team found that urea, a waste product found in urine, sweat
and tears, could be incorporated to increase this compressive strength by more than 300
percent. That is to say, the key to cosmic concrete stronger than what we have here on
Earth might be found in our blood, sweat and tears (and urine).

According to the team's calculations, a crew of six astronauts on a two-year Mars mission
could produce more than 500 kg (1,100 Ib) of AstroCrete, as the material has been called.
Used in combination with sandbags or bricks made of soil, the scientists say that each
crew member could produce enough AstroCrete to expand the habitat by enough to
accommodate one more person, effectively doubling the shelter space with each mission.

"Scientists have been trying to develop viable technologies to produce concrete-like
materials on the surface of Mars, but we never stopped to think that the answer might be
inside us all along," says Dr Aled Roberts.
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A Pair Of The First AAstrocretedSamples

Probably, now, one of my favourite illustrations of Inventive Principle 25B, dnake use of
waste resourcesoof the past couple of years. One | hope we dond have to wait for a Mars
mission to see it being used more widely. Ideally on Earth.
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Not So Funny i 40 Inventive (Feline) Principles
Okay, lowest common denominator time. If in doubt, show a bunch of cat photos. Forty to
be preciseé Hey, if it helps people remember the Inventive Principles, it& okay, right?

Principle 1, Segmentation
Principle 4, Asymmetry

S

T eFAIR)
iy

Principle 3, Local Quality

Cat Stroking

eglnners

\==/ Principle 6, Universality
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Principle 10, Preliminary Action

|

(é how to catch a cat)

Principle 11, Beforehand Cushioning

|-

(®rvillecopterd
(no animals were harmed in the making
of this photo)

Principle 9, Prior Counter-Action
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Principle 12, Equipotentiality

——
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Principle 15, Dynamics

Principle 16, Slightly More, Slightly Less

Principle 17, Another Dimension
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