Leadership Is Not the Obsession of Absolute Power
Abstract
This paper examines leadership as a force for service and empowerment, contrasting it with the dangerous pursuit of absolute authority. Drawing from leadership theories, history, and contemporary practice, it argues that true leadership arises from responsibility, empathy, and shared purpose—not domination. It further discusses the dangers of assuming absolute authority, which often leads to ethical failure, institutional collapse, and societal harm.
1. Introduction
While leadership is often associated with authority, its true nature lies in guidance, influence, and service. History and modern organizational theory both confirm that obsessing over absolute power is a dangerous distortion of leadership, resulting in systemic dysfunction, human rights violations, and moral decay.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Servant Leadership
Robert Greenleaf’s servant leadership model promotes power as a means to serve and uplift, rather than control.
2.2 Power-With vs Power-Over
Mary Parker Follett distinguishes between 'power-over' (domination) and 'power-with' (collaboration), calling the latter more sustainable and democratic.
2.3 Transformational Leadership
Transformational leaders, per James MacGregor Burns, uplift followers and emphasize shared values, in contrast to authoritarian models that seek obedience.
2.4 Organizational Psychology
Studies show that centralized power often erodes innovation, trust, and employee engagement. Healthy organizations distribute decision-making and build participatory cultures.
3. The Dangers of Assuming Absolute Authority
3.1 Ethical Corruption and Abuse
Absolute power often corrupts leaders morally. Lord Acton's famous adage—'Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely'—is supported by numerous cases where unchecked leaders abused their authority. Example: Joseph Stalin consolidated unchecked power in the Soviet Union, resulting in purges, mass imprisonments, and famine.
3.2 Institutional Collapse
When authority is not checked, institutions lose resilience and collapse. Example: Muammar Gaddafi's rule over Libya saw the centralization of all state power. His fall in 2011 triggered chaos and civil war.
3.3 Suppression of Innovation and Feedback
Absolute leaders tend to silence opposition and feedback—critical ingredients for learning and innovation. Example: North Korea, under the Kim dynasty, has stagnated economically and technologically due to its rigid control.
3.4 Public Fear and Psychological Repression
Fear becomes the primary tool of governance, leading to psychological repression. Example: Idi Amin’s rule in Uganda led to mass killings and economic collapse.
3.5 Leadership Burnout and Isolation
Leaders who centralize all power become isolated and disconnected. Example: Elizabeth Holmes of Theranos assumed unchecked authority, leading to unethical practices and the company’s downfall.
4. Comprehensive Examples of Leadership as Service
4.1 Nelson Mandela
Mandela led with reconciliation and voluntarily stepped down after one term.
4.2 Jacinda Ardern
Ardern led with empathy and transparency during crises in New Zealand.
4.3 Satya Nadella
Nadella decentralized authority at Microsoft and promoted a collaborative culture.
5. Implications for Leadership Practice
To prevent the harms of absolute authority:
- Build accountability structures.
- Encourage critical dialogue.
- Promote shared leadership.
- Educate future leaders in ethics.
6. Conclusion
Assuming absolute authority is not only a misunderstanding of leadership—it is a threat to society, institutions, and the leader themselves. True leadership uplifts, empowers, and protects. Leadership rooted in service and shared responsibility leads to sustainable progress and human dignity.
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