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Power is a fundamental concept in the discussion of politics, and, it has always been associated 
with two other similarly important concepts, authority, and legitimacy. The three concepts are 
inter-related; as such, often the three concepts are discussed together. One of the problems 
scholars have encountered in studying power is that there are multiple tools that can be used to 
measure power, since there are more than one way of exercising power, which is often used 
covertly.3 It is for this reason that the possible array of power currencies continue to grow with 
each study being conducted on power relationships. However, past studies have all had to 
contextualise power to a particular setting because human interactions can operate in multiple, 
and arguably endless, socio-political cultural contexts. ‘Power’ operates in influencing the heart 
of others, allowing others to act according to their will. Concept fluidity generates the dynamics 
of power between the two interpersonal actors in a particular context, understood using power 
currencies: tools measuring power projections residing within a certain individual, or an 
organisation such as the State. This paper, among others, will focus on how the study of power 
has developed, specifically as a measurement tool within the political science field. In addition to 
that, the paper will attempt to propose an appropriate mode of measuring power within an Islamic 
system of governance through the utilisation of the Maqāsid al-Sharī’ah4 as its foundation. 

 

1  How to Cite: Majdey Zawawi. "Towards a Maqāṣidic Approach to Power Currencies. Thought Paper Series No. 
3." Journal of Islamic Governance, (2020). islamicgovernance.org/tp3 

2 Majdey Zawawi holds a PhD in Islamic Governance from the Institute of Policy Studies, Universiti Brunei 
Darussalam, and is one of the first in the world to have graduated with said degree and specialisation. He is 
currently a postdoctoral intern at The Sultan Omar ‘Ali Saifuddien Centre for Islamic Studies,Universiti Brunei 
Darussalam. 

3  Suzanne McCorkle and Melanie Reese, Personal Conflict Management: Theory and Practice (New York: 
Routledge, 2016), pg. 78 

4  The Maqāṣid or the objectives of the Sharī’ah are initially employed as tools in usūl al-fiqh to identify goals and 
purposes that look to the future and permit innovative approaches to the sharīʿah and contemporary issues. 
According to al-Ghazāli, the objectives or goals of the Sharī’ah would be to necessitate the requirements of human 
life according to the essentials (ḍarūriyāt), needs (ḥājiyāt), and luxuries (taḥsīnīyāt). In Islamic Governance, the 
Maqāsid is the guideline towards achieving the Sets of Expectations (SoE), to identify and map out policies and 
laws that would result in a society that in conducive to Allah. For further reading see Maszlee Malik. Foundations 
of Islamic governance: A Southeast Asian perspective. (London Routledge 2016), Jasser Auda Maqāsid al-
Sharī’ah: A Beginner’s Guide (London: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2008), Aziz Amin, Abdul, 
“Governance in a Contemporary Islamic Negara”, The Journal of Islamic Governance 1, no. 1 (November 2015). 
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Scholars have always tried to find ways to somehow measure the power relations between 
individuals, especially within a social setting. French and Raven first identified the bases of power 
defining social interactions.1 A distributive aspect of power suggested by French and Raven, is 
seen as a zero-sum game, where gaining power will result in a power loss from the opposing 
party.2 Although the power distribution model is able to account for the allocation of power within 
an organisation, such a model becomes problematic in the situation where there is a power 
struggle between two competing parties, because in the event of a conflict, power gained by one 
party does not necessarily equate to a power loss for the opposing party. Wilmot and Hocker3 
on the other hand, proposed a more integrative nature of power; as commodities or ‘currencies’, 
with a possibility for power being shared among groups with competing interests towards 
achieving a power balance. 

Wilmot and Hocker’s integrative power model is based on Emerson’s theory4 where power is 
based on a connection between two individuals, each pulling elements of power to influence the 
other.5 Through the integrative power model, interpersonal relationship and conflict management 
studies have tried to come up with several types of power currencies. McCorkle and Reese’s 
divided power currencies into two categories, traditional and an expanded view of power 
currencies.6 Resource Control, Interpersonal Linkages, Communication Skills, and Expertise 
(RICE) form the foundation of any ‘traditional’ power. However, interactions between individuals 
sometimes do not conform to the boundaries of traditional power currencies, thus, McCorkle 
and Reese expanded the notion of power currencies to embrace ‘non-traditional’ power 
elements.7 While Wilmot and Hocker’s RICE are important factors in studying conflict in an 
interpersonal relationship, McCorkle and Reese added cultural traditions, languages, spirituality, 
integrity, as well as ‘attractiveness’ could also help to explain who has more power between two 
conflicting individuals.8  

With the expanded power currencies, it enabled international studies to use the integrative power 
model to look at how countries utilise their ‘power currencies’. Although power currencies found 
its base around interpersonal conflict management, previous studies, such as those conducted 
by Mustonen,9 Vuving and Forster, have extended the use of power currencies to evaluate the 
power commodities between nation states. Joseph Nye first identified two types of power used 
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to understand the concept of international power relations.1 Soft power, from where power 
currencies are derived, refer to power sources that seek to influence, rather than coerce, the 
behaviour of others to act in order to get others to also desire the outcomes that the power 
holder wants.2 Alongside this, Nye developed three pillars of power sources: political values, 
culture, and foreign policy.3  

Power currencies within the field of International Relations (IR) began to take shape when 
components of soft power were later expanded to include business/innovation and education, 
used by the Institute of Government4 to calculate the soft power index; measuring the soft power 
influences across all nation-states.5 The study took into consideration the flexibility of wielding 
soft power held by both governments, and non-government agencies. Mustonen, however, 
raises the issue of inconsistency in using soft power ‘currencies’ in IR, while simultaneously 
comparing the soft power strategies of China. Since the definition of soft power in international 
politics is pliable,6 the currencies used to determine how countries influence each other is 
dependent upon the context; reflecting the expanded view of power currencies used in conflict 
management studies.7 However, Mustonen also highlights that while applying soft power 
strategies is dependent on the target, soft power in political settings still needs further research.8  

Since the components of soft power are context and subject dependent, IR studies have also 
used power currencies as a measuring tool to evaluate the influence among countries in the 
international context. Forster used the term “soft power currencies”9 to evaluate the influence of 
US navy hospital ship missions abroad during international disaster situations. The soft-power 
currencies identified were based on the values US missions projected such as expressions of 
gratitude, admiration, and shared ideals. Soft power currencies were used to measure the 
effectiveness of US missions to determine the success, as well as the failure of any mission 
abroad.10 Forster’s study is based on Vuving’s understanding of how soft power works in the 
field of IR.11 Vuving distinguishes power as either ‘resources’ and ‘currencies’, to identify how 
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soft power is measured.1 Balancing power requires measuring what ‘currencies’ nations-states 
actually possesses in order to influence others and co-opt their behaviours. Vuving identified 
three (3) power currencies that were derived from Nye’s Soft Power sources: Benignity, Beauty 
and Brilliance, to determine the soft power strategies, taking China as a case study.2 Before that 
however, Vuving suggested that within soft-power studies, the most significant effort is to narrow 
the gap of “confusion and misunderstanding of the concept of soft power” 3, by introducing power 
currencies to identify the constructs of power. 

Based on past research studies, the inconsistencies attributed to the ‘power currency’ approach, 
such as the pliability of the ‘soft power’ theory itself, and the unrestrained introduction of 
subjective power currencies, is due to the lacking in identifying what constitutes the elements of 
power. The currencies used by these studies are, thus far, varied, and broad, both in IR, as well 
as, in interpersonal conflict management. In IR, the aim has always been to identify how states 
influence the decisions of other states. The constructs of power i.e. power currencies are always 
going to be determined by both the context, as well as the scope of research. The fact that power 
currencies strategies in IR might have been ‘under-theorised’ is because it is untethered by 
‘permanent’ power currencies, leading to scholars having divergent views of what constitutes 
power in the international context.4 Conflict Management on the other hand, have been able to 
determine and expand upon the primary power currencies. In other words, RICE power 
currencies constitute the constant power currencies attributed to any power holder. In a case-
to-case basis, several additional power currencies, included as part of the integrative model, is 
used to determine the balance of power within a certain interpersonal relationship.  

In consideration to what has been discussed thus far, one of the tasks of this study is to bring 
together the concept of power currencies from both the fields of conflict management studies 
and IR. The main justification demanding this conceptual blend is because the religio-political 
relationship between the State and the ‘ulamā, straddles both the religious and the political, within 
an interpersonal relationship, located within an Islamic system of governance. Most recently, the 
author’s work revolves around suggesting tools or frame of reference which can measure power, 
appropriately contextualised, to be used by any study conducted on subject matters related to 
the field of Islamic Governance. This attempt was made through a mixture of an Islamic 
perspective, perceptions of power, authority, and legitimacy drawn from the ideas introduced by 
the likes of al-Māwardī, al-Juwaynī, and al-Ghazāli. The outcome of this method was a fuller 
expression of power currencies from an Islamic perspective. The reinterpreted power currencies 
were able to convey nuances of power, authority and legitimacy that are specific to the Muslim 
socio-political, cultural context. However, this thought paper serves as a platform to suggest a 
more suitable tool in measuring power dynamics within an Islamic system of governance. 

 

1  Ibid. 
2  Ibid. 
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Power currencies in a socio-political context would be able to show which power element is 
available to each side, especially within a particular conflict. Utilising power currencies allows for 
conflict management, or analysis for that matter, to be initiated, allowing power to be traced in 
every individual, to describe how both sides within the relationship has the ability to wield some 
form of power, one that can be differentiated from force or acts of coercion. The Maqāsid al-
Sharī’ah, as the epicentre on any discussion concerning Islam has been able to articulate a 
framework for an Islamic system of governance, understood within the context of the State. In 
an attempt to widen the Islamic Governance framework, articulation of power, authority and 
legitimacy should also be derived from the Maqāsid. This is to ensure that with each 
contextualisation, the aims and objectives of the State remain constant, thus allowing the 
dynamicity of power to be in line with the objectives of an Islamic Governance. In other words, 
the next task would be to question the possibilities of transforming each Maqsad, or collectively, 
into some form of power currencies: elements that construct the power, authority, and legitimacy 
of individuals within an Islamic Governance.  


