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FURNITURE!

Sometimes, to those around him, he
seemed so idealistic as to be innocent.
He never talked about power and he
did not seem to covet it. Yet the truth
was quite different. He loved pow-
er and he sought it intensely, and he
could be a ferocious infighter where
the question of power was concerned.

...Part of his strength ap-
peared to be his capacity to seem in-
different, to seem almost naive about
questions of power.

—David Halberstam

Office furnishings have strong symbolic value. [...] Furniture can say a great deal
about [a] person. A reporter for The New York Times remarked of one tycoon that
“Callers, supplicants and salesmen who make their way to [the chairman’s] 42nd
floor office get swallowed up and find themselves peering between their knees at
him,” helplessly sunk in deep, soft chairs. This is a fairly common power game, and
can be observed in many offices. One young lady, job-hunting, noted that almost
every senior executive in the publishing business had a low sofa. “...You couldn’t
arrange things better to make a person [feel] unimportant.”

This is not altogether true. There are more elaborate ways of making people
feel unimportant. Harry Cohn, the tyrannical president of Columbia Pictures, de-
signed his office in imitation of Mussolini’s, a huge, elongated room with the desk
at the far end, raised above floor level. “The portal to the position of power was a
massive sound-proofed door with no knob and no keyhole on the outside. It could
only be opened by a buzzer operated from Cohn’s or his secretary’s desk. [...]

This is a somewhat extreme example of power decoration, but even lesser
power players will usually arrange their offices so that their visitors are obliged to
sit in as much discomfort as possible. It is particularly helpful to make sure that
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all ashtrays are just slightly out of reach so that visitors sitting in low chairs and,
unable to rise, have to stretch awkwardly to dispose of their cigarette ash.

The disposition of furniture is a better indication of power than the furni-
ture itself. Some offices run to luxurious decoration, others do not, but the scale
of luxury is more likely to be dependent upon the management’s whim than the
occupant’s status. ...Power lies in how you use what you have, not in the accouter-
ments per se. All the leather and chrome in the world will not replace a truly well-
thought-out power scheme. A large office is pointless unless it is arranged so that
a visitor has to walk the length of it before getting to your desk, and it is valuable
to put as many objects as possible in his path—coffee tables, chairs and sofas, for
example—to hinder his progress. However small the office, it is important to have
the visitor’s chair facing toward you, so that you are separated by the width of your
desk. This is a much better power position than one in which the visitor sits next to
the desk, even though it may make access to your desk inconvenient for you. When
a small office is very narrow (and most are) it is often useful to have the desk placed
well forward in the room, thus minimizing the space available for the visitor, and
increasing the area in which it is possible for you to retreat, at least psychologically.
Thus, in a typical small office, the alternative desk/chair relationships would look
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Of these possibilities, number three is by far the strongest power position for the
occupant. Behind his desk, he has left himself plenty of room, so that he isn’t like-
ly to feel that his back is against the wall when arguing with a caller or a colleague,
while his visitor is tightly enclosed, with little psychological space and breathing
room. In drawing number two, the visitor is placed in an aggressive position, having
more space than the occupant, and being further forward in the room. In drawing
number one, the occupant has no power position at all, and is obliged to turn to
his right at an uncomfortable angle to talk to the visitor. Power, let it be remembered,
moves in direct lines. (Attempts to do without desks altogether, though popular in the
recording and the broadcasting businesses, have never caught on. The desk per-
forms a useful social function in power terms that is hard to eliminate.) [...]

Desks can tell us a great deal about people’s power quotient. The objects
most people place on their desks are not there by accident, after all, and usually give
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some clue to the power status of the occupant. One successful conglomerator was
described as having “his desk peculiarly arranged—with a window at the back—so
that outdoor light all but blinds the visitor while striking two polished glass paper-
weights on his desk, giving an impression that you have come under the scrutiny
of two translucent orbs, that your thoughts are being read and your capabilities
assayed in a second or two.” [...] Indeed, semi-domestic furnishings are very good
power symbols, since they suggest the office is a kind of home away from home, not
just a place in which one comes to work from nine to five on weekdays. Even people
who go home religiously at five-thirty like to give the impression that they often stay
to eight or nine at night, which explains the popularity of radios, clock radios,
bars, small refrigerators, blenders, heating pads, exercise poles and Health-O-Matic
scales, all of which I have seen in people’s offices. |...]

The more mechanical and complicated our world is, the more we need the
simplicity of power to guide us and protect us. It’s the one gift that allows us to re-
main human in an inhuman world—for “the love of power is the love of ourselves.”
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