
  Power Symbols in History      

 

1 
 

REFLECTION ON DEVELOPMENT TRENDS IN POWER SYMBOLS IN THE HISTORY OF MANKIND 
by Javier Ortiz Amuriza 

Introduction 
 

This document is nothing more than a brief and methodical reflection on how the symbols-
sources of power have developed in the history of mankind as I see it. It is a text that was 
written in Havana (Cuba) in April 2005 as an attempt to set down on paper certain thoughts 
that had come to mind in the past when preparing for a presentation I had to give in English 
(as an English-language learning exercise) during my stay in Miami (Florida, USA) in the first 
semester of 1996. It takes the form of a short essay adapted as an espaciohi article for the 
Escuela Phi espaciophi in March 2013. 
 

It is a reflection devoid of any underpinning scientific research or exhaustive or in-depth 

knowledge of the history of mankind. It constitutes rather, a series of structured thoughts on 

the slight knowledge I had then, and still do, of history. In the light of the foregoing, I would 

ask to be forgiven for any inaccuracies that it may contain and would ask the reader to focus 

on the substance or central idea of the text detaching it from any details of a historical-

scientific nature. 

 

Text 
 

Since the known beginnings of the history of mankind, man has based his relations with others 

on a hierarchical system, distinguishing individuals from one another. From the outset these 

differences were determined on the basis of the more or less power held by the 

aforementioned individuals. In turn, this concept of power was based on the direct association 

with certain external symbols, which far from representing mere signs of something internal, 

stood up as genuine sources of power or differentiation. 

Our aim in this document is to establish the advancement and specific trend or direction taken 

in the development of power symbols; a direction that is constituted by its material origin and 

immaterial destination. We wish to highlight the fact that the aforementioned power symbols 

have developed from a wholly materialist and tangible idea towards a more immaterial, and 

therefore, intangible concept. The purpose of the foregoing being to defend a specific 

hypothesis as to the direction that will be taken by these in the future. 

At first, the symbol we are referring to was land. Society was divided into land owners and 

land workers. Consequently, in those times when a primary economy was based on agriculture 

and/or livestock, power lay with the landowner; that is to say, the landowner who leased the 

right to work the land, first as large estate owners and later as smaller-scale farm holders. 

Therefore, at that time it did not stand as an external symbol of power, but rather as its 

source. Indeed, land became the tangible asset par excellence on Earth. There is nothing with a 

greater material and, by the same token, tangible quality than our planet Earth.  
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Later, social relations changed with the birth of commerce by way of barter. Thus arose the 

middle classes, which gradually stole the limelight from the landowning class, it becoming 

essential for them to possess things to which the latter had no access. Consequently, by means 

of barter the fruit of the land becomes the main symbol and/or source of power, attaining by 

the same token, the status as the next material and tangible asset par excellence. 

Later on, the aforementioned social relations followed their course, changing by means of 

commercial development. Market places arose as the forum for exchange and business 

operations. The complexities of bartering on account of the physical limitations imposed by 

the fruit that was the subject of the same led society to create the first social consensus of a 

trade nature, namely, money for the greater comfort of the individual and to endow 

commerce with greater flexibility.  

A new element that became part of social life and which brings with it, on the one hand, an 

agreement as to the value it is to be given, and on the other hand, a link to its physical and 

material value, given that the first coins were made of precious metals (gold, silver, bronze) 

which having a value of their own based on their scarcity, was nothing more than the fruit of 

the land not capable of being consumed by man and, as such, not open to having a direct or 

intrinsic value for him, but rather a value determined by association. Either these metals would 

acquire a value owing to their scarcity or novelty, or on account of their usefulness as tools 

after transformation, or they would acquire value based on the social consensus of awarding a 

value, partly symbolic and partly substantial.  

It is also an asset that is less material than the previous one (given that coins or tools are not 

the direct fruits of the land, but the raw mineral is) and more material and tangible than the 

next one, according to the direction or trend we are attempting establish. 

With the passing of time, and for the same reasons as above, the next symbol of power was 

developed in a clearly commercial society: paper money. Easier to transport and exchange, it 

acquires its value strictly on the basis of social consensus, albeit using the gold reserves of each 

issuing state as a reference and base to assign it such value. 

This falls in line with the trend being described given that it is itself an asset less material than 

coins to the extent that its value is established on the basis of a social agreement; a pact that is 

based, strictly speaking, on a material reference or base. 

Today, paper money co-exists with the new and current symbol of power that is account 

entries. Even though its source and base are still the gold reserves of each issuing country, it 

partially replaces paper money by means of some of its forms, such as “plastic money” (debit 

and credit cards) and bank account books. There would not be enough paper money today to 

express the value of all the account entries in existence at any particular moment in time even 

though they continue to be a money reference, a gold reserve reference for the different 

countries in the world and for their production capacity or Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 
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They are, however, without a doubt somewhat more immaterial than what went before given 

that they have no entity of themselves, but rather exist as expressions on a physical (account 

book) or digital medium (IT). 

The foregoing reflection thus leads us to the following question, what will be the next stage of 

development if the trend continues? We must answer this question from a hypothetical 

standpoint and on the basis of a prior reflection, namely: 

We are of the opinion that all of the foregoing began at a point in time “x” when man had left 

off devoting his energies to “being” to transfer them to “having”. Given the pendular-like 

movement of the history of mankind, the development described and its trend are no less than 

embarking on a return journey to being.  Accordingly, we humbly believe that there is only one 

answer to the question that concluded our exposition. 

Given that having is, by definition, bound up with the material and tangible, and that it is 

difficult to imagine anything more intangible than a social consensus (paper money) 

manifested as an entry on an immaterial medium (digital), the next symbol-power source must 

of necessity be linked to being, which by definition lacks materiality and is, therefore, 

intangible. Consequently, the next power symbol-source will be constituted by different 

qualities of being. Qualities that bring the human person closer to his basic and most primary 

yearning: the attainment of happiness on Earth.  Therefore, the most powerful people will be 

the happiest. 

However, the external manifestation of happiness materialises itself in intelligence, 

understood as the quality of being happy, or in the capacity of “having” a happy life. If we try 

to transfer this to trade and commerce, which is the point at which we had left our initial 

exposition in the hands of account entries, we can come up with the following hypothesis: 

In human relations, and in trade as a manifestation of these, whoever “has” (material goods) 

will transfer these to those who “are” (happy people) in exchange for their guidance, 

encouragement and comfort to acquire the aforementioned happiness. 

Not only do we believe that this will be the case, but we claim that this is already happening. 

Thus we have examples of current and modern phenomena such as the “Job Burned” of 

people who have achieved professional success, the “Universal Donations” of those who have 

managed to accrue wealth and the growing “Life Changes" that are to be found in the most 

advanced societies. 

And so we conclude this brief reflection about the symbols of power in the history of mankind 
so that it may serve us to capture the trends of the times and thus enable us to anticipate the 
world of tomorrow. 
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