
[Essay Framework] The Measure of a Man is what he does with Power 

 

Note: This is a mere outline to get you to start thinking about the topic. This is not a synopsis or a 

model essay. Just brainstorming. We’re eager to read your insightful essays! Please post them in 

the comments.  

  

• You may start the essay with an anecdote, poem, or a riveting story that illustrates the topic 

clearly. (If you’re writing a story -please try to write an original story that evokes the reader’s 

interest.) 

• Mention how the given quote is attributed to Plato and explain the context in which it was 

said.  

• Define & elaborate upon your idea of the topic– what is the deeper meaning behind it? 

Explore different perspectives- there is no right or wrong dimension- let your imagination and 

creativity take over! 

• How would you define “Power”? It is the ability to influence or control the behavior of 

others, either by force or persuasion. Do power and authority flow from wealth or position? 

Are there any alternative definitions? Can one influence others even without authority? 

• Different types of power: Coercive power, Informational Power, reward power, expert 

power, legitimate power, referent power, etc. 

 

o There are several theories on power, and each offers a unique perspective on how 

power operates in society. Here are some of the most prominent ones: 

▪ Marxist Theory: According to Marxist theory, power is primarily derived 

from economic resources. The ruling class uses its control over the means of 

production to maintain power over the working class. 

▪ Elite Theory: Elite theory suggests that power is concentrated in the hands of 

a small, wealthy, and powerful group of individuals or organizations. This 

elite group controls key institutions in society, such as government, 

corporations, and media. 

▪ Pluralist Theory: Pluralist theory asserts that power is distributed among a 

variety of interest groups in society, and no single group holds all the power. 

These interest groups compete with each other for influence, and the 

government acts as a neutral mediator between them. 

▪ Postmodern Theory: Postmodern theory rejects the idea of power as 

something that is held by individuals or groups. Instead, it suggests that 

power is diffuse and operates through discourse and social norms. 

▪ Foucauldian Theory: Foucauldian theory sees power as something that 

operates at the micro-level of society, through systems of discipline and 

control. Power is not just held by individuals or groups, but is distributed 

throughout society in institutions and practices. 

 

• Elaborate upon the correlation between Power & Character- how does the manner in 

which power is exercised serve as a metric/indicator of one’s character? Does it determine 

whether they are a force for good or evil in the world? 

• Power as a Means to do Good/Force for good: 



o Political Leaders: Effective leaders use their reach and platform to do good for all. 

Eg: Jacinda Ardern; leaders who use their power to create policies that benefit society 

as a whole 

o The Leadership Style of Nelson Mandela: Nelson Mandela, the former president of 

South Africa, is often cited as an example of a leader who used his power for positive 

ends. Mandela's leadership style was characterized by a focus on inclusivity, 

forgiveness, and reconciliation, which helped to heal the deep wounds of apartheid 

and unite the country. His example illustrates how power can be used to enact 

positive change and promote social justice. 

o Philanthropists who use their wealth to fund research, education, and charitable 

causes 

o Social activists who use their platform to raise awareness and promote change 

Using power as a force for good leads to the creation of new opportunities for growth and 

development, the promotion of social justice and equality, the improvement of living 

conditions for those in need, etc. 

 

 

• Power can also be used as a tool to wreak havoc/as a tool for the destruction of the social 

and cohesive fabric that binds society: 

o Dictators: use their power to oppress and exploit people 

o Machiavelli on Power in ‘Prince’: Machiavellian theory is a political theory 

developed by Niccolò Machiavelli in the 16th century, which focuses on the 

acquisition and maintenance of political power. According to Machiavelli, political 

leaders should be willing to use any means necessary to achieve their goals, including 

deceit, manipulation, and even violence. The end goal of political power, for 

Machiavelli, is the preservation of the state and the leader's position of authority. 

o Machiavelli's ideas are often associated with the term "Machiavellianism," which 

refers to a personality trait characterized by a manipulative and cynical view of 

human nature, a focus on self-interest, and a willingness to use others to achieve 

one's goals. 

o Large corporates that cause environmental damage: Environmental degradation is 

another area where power dynamics play a significant role. Powerful corporations 

and governments often prioritize economic growth over environmental protection, 

leading to unsustainable practices that harm the planet and future generations. These 

dynamics can be seen in issues such as climate change, deforestation, and pollution, 

and require collective action and systemic change to address. 

o Money Power in Politics, nexus of crime & politics & Political Corruption: 

Corruption in politics is often linked to the abuse of power, with individuals using 

their positions of authority to enrich themselves or their associates. This can take 

many forms, including bribery, embezzlement, and favoritism in awarding contracts 

or positions. Political corruption can have significant consequences for democracy 

and can erode public trust in government.  

 

 

• Speak about the responsibility, transparency, accountability, and a sense of duty that is 

associated with the right utilization of power: 



o Power comes with a duty to act in the best interest of society 

o Responsible use of power requires self-awareness, moral courage, and ethical 

principles 

o Accountability is necessary to ensure that power is not abused or misused 

 

• Discuss how power can impact human behaviour: 

o Power can lead to conformity: When people are in positions of power, they may be 

more likely to conform to the expectations of others or the norms of their 

organization or group. This can be due to the desire to maintain their position of 

power, avoid conflict, or gain the approval of others. 

o Power can influence decision-making: Individuals in positions of power may be 

more likely to make decisions that benefit themselves or their organization, even if 

those decisions are not in the best interest of others or society as a whole. 

o Power can affect empathy and compassion and can lead to a sense of entitlement or a 

focus on self-interest. 

o Power may lead one to use aggressive or coercive tactics to achieve their goals, 

particularly if they feel threatened or challenged. 

o Power can shape identity: Holding a position of power can become a core part of a 

person's identity, which can influence their beliefs, values, and behaviours in a variety 

of contexts. 

o Power can have positive effects, such as enabling individuals to enact positive 

change or influence others for the better, it can also have negative effects, such as 

fostering a sense of entitlement or leading to abusive behaviour.  

 

 

• How can we say that the measure of a man depends on what he does with power? Power 

can influence a person's ability to achieve success, demonstrate moral character, or exert 

influence over others. For example, a person who uses their power to help others and promote 

positive change may be seen as more morally virtuous than someone who uses their power for 

selfish gain.  

 

• Examples to illustrate the relationship between power and human behaviour/character: 

o The Stanford Prison Experiment: In the 1970s, psychologist Philip Zimbardo 

conducted the famous Stanford Prison Experiment, in which college students were 

randomly assigned to be either prisoners or guards in a simulated prison environment. 

The experiment quickly became abusive, with guards using their power to humiliate, 

degrade, and even physically abuse the prisoners. This experiment demonstrated how 

power dynamics can quickly escalate, leading to abusive behaviour even among 

individuals who had no prior history of aggression. 

o The #MeToo Movement: The #MeToo movement, which gained momentum in 

2017, highlighted the power dynamics that can exist between individuals of different 

genders and the ways in which power can be used to perpetrate abuse and harassment. 

The movement brought to light numerous instances of powerful individuals using 

their status to coerce or exploit others, leading to a wider conversation about the 

impact of power on interpersonal relationships. 

o The Enron Scandal: The Enron scandal, which unfolded in the early 2000s, 

involved executives at the energy company using their power to engage in illegal 

accounting practices and defraud investors. The scandal demonstrated how power can 



be used to prioritize personal gain over the interests of others, leading to unethical 

behavior that can have far-reaching consequences. 

o The COVID-19 Pandemic: Vaccine inequity: The COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted the ways in which power dynamics can impact public health outcomes. 

The pandemic has demonstrated how power can be used to promote public health and 

protect vulnerable populations, but it has also highlighted the risks of using power to 

prioritize certain groups or interests over others. 

o Police Brutality: In recent years, there has been widespread attention to cases of 

police brutality, particularly in the United States. The use of excessive force by police 

officers has been linked to power dynamics, with officers wielding authority and the 

ability to use force in ways that can lead to abuse and harm. These incidents have 

sparked broader conversations about systemic racism and the role of power in law 

enforcement. 

o Workplace Harassment: Power dynamics can also be seen in cases of workplace 

harassment, where individuals in positions of power use their authority to engage in 

abusive behaviour towards subordinates. This behaviour can take many forms, 

including verbal harassment, sexual harassment, and retaliation against those who 

speak out. Workplace harassment can have serious consequences for the health and 

well-being of employees and can create toxic environments that harm productivity 

and morale. 

o Wealth Inequality: Wealth inequality is a global problem that is driven in large part 

by power dynamics. Wealthy individuals and corporations have the ability to 

influence policy and shape economic systems, often to their own benefit. This can 

lead to a concentration of power and resources in the hands of a few, with negative 

consequences for social justice and economic opportunity. 

 

• Here are a few theories and philosophies related to power and human behavior: 

o Social identity theory: According to social identity theory, individuals derive a sense 

of identity and self-esteem from their membership in various social groups. This can 

include groups based on factors such as race, gender, religion, or occupation. When 

individuals are in positions of power within a particular social group, they may be 

more likely to adopt the values and beliefs of that group, which can influence their 

behaviour toward others. 

o Milgram's obedience experiments: In the 1960s, psychologist Stanley Milgram 

conducted a series of experiments examining the extent to which individuals would 

obey authority figures, even if doing so violated their moral or ethical beliefs. The 

experiments found that individuals were often willing to inflict harm on others if 

instructed to do so by an authority figure, suggesting that power can have a strong 

influence on human behaviour. 

o Foucault's theory of power: Philosopher Michel Foucault argued that power is not 

simply something that individuals possess, but rather a diffuse force that permeates 

social relationships and institutions. According to Foucault, power operates through 

subtle mechanisms of control and discipline, shaping the behavior of individuals in 

ways that are often invisible or unnoticed. 

o Social learning theory: Social learning theory suggests that individuals learn 

behaviors and attitudes through observation and imitation of others. When individuals 

are in positions of power, they may be more likely to model the behavior of others in 

similar positions, leading to a reinforcement of certain attitudes or behaviors. 



o Maslow's hierarchy of needs: Psychologist Abraham Maslow proposed a hierarchy 

of needs that suggests that individuals have a set of basic needs that must be met 

before they can fulfill higher-level needs such as self-actualization. Maslow's theory 

suggests that individuals in positions of power may be more likely to focus on 

fulfilling their own basic needs, such as security or esteem, which can influence their 

behavior towards others. 

• Explore various dimensions in the succeeding paragraphs: History/Politics/Personalities, 

Cultural domain, Environment, Education, Health, Society, Infrastructure/Business, Good 

governance, and best practices, International Relations, Technology, etc. Contrast and 

compare with examples to substantiate.  

• Ethical dimension: Apply your learnings from GS-4 wrt to this topic: theories and 

thinkers 

  

Please let your creativity flow and explore other dimensions.  

• Quotes that you can use to illustrate the topic: 

o "Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely." - Lord Acton 

 

o "The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don't have 

any." - Alice Walker 

 

o "Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man's character, give 

him power." - Abraham Lincoln 

 

o "Power is not a means, it is an end. One does not establish a dictatorship in order to 

safeguard a revolution; one makes the revolution in order to establish the 

dictatorship." - George Orwell 

 

o "Power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental 

and anemic." - Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

• Conclusion: End the essay on a positive, balanced & holistic note buttressing the point that 

The true measure of a man lies not in his ability to acquire power, but in his ability to use it. 

 

 


