[bookmark: _GoBack]German philosopher, political theorist and sociologist Karl Marx and the French philosopher and postmodernist Michel Foucault both approach the subject of power in their own differing ways. I am going to be exploring the extent to which the ideas about said subject differ, or possibly compare with each other in order to gain a wider understanding of the term power and how it can be approached. The two seem to view power from quite differing perspectives which would suggest their views differ more than they compare, although similarities in their ideas may present themselves upon further research. I will be exploring these approaches predominantly in terms of class and capitalism and the suggestion that power is not a strictly negative force as these are the reoccurring themes that I expect will present themselves throughout the works and approaches of both Marx and Foucault.  

Marx’s approach to power centres predominately around and seems not to waver from the idea of class and he is often referred to as the father of communism due to his distinctly negative view on the capitalist system. He presents the idea that there is only a limited amount of power available to society and that this power can only be held by one group of people at a time; the working class or the ruling class. These two groups are also known as the proletariat and the bourgeoisie respectively. The general idea is that under capitalism, the bourgeoisie hold all of this small amount of power as opposed to the proletariat and they use it to exploit them. This idea is the cornerstone of Marxism.

Each and every society over the years presumably in the majority of places is has a dominant class and a working, or subordinate, class for the dominant class to rule over and exploit based on the means of production- if we observe any society we can likely observe forms of socio-economic inequality (Kitching, 1980 pg. 438). This in turn creates a class struggle and therefore disadvantages the working class and is advantageous to the ruling class. Power is ultimately exercised by the dominant class; this means that Marx has defined power and the idea of domination from the construct of a constant and unfair struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat- a fight for the control of material resources and ideas (PaperAp.com, 2018).

Evidently, Marx’s view on power is that it is a negative force, a force possessed mainly by the ruling class, the working class have very little to no power in comparison. An ethnographic example of this would be the Zimbabwe power sharing deal. The study was carried out by a group of students in order to explore this political process; a power sharing deal was to be agreed upon in 2009 in Zimbabwe between both the ruling class and the key opposition (Dalton and Vidal Malvar, n.d. pg. 1). This was due to a violently protested against election in the previous year. However, during the deal any decisions that were made were done so without consulting the rest of the Zimbabwean population. This is demonstrative of Marx’s suggestion that power is owned and exercised by the ruling class as a power sharing deal would be in the interests of the Zimbabwean citizen population as well as their government, yet they were not consulted. This shows the domination of the ruling class and is an example of Marx’s views of power and capitalism.

Co-written with Engels, the communist manifesto is one of Marx’s most famous works. The manifesto in itself explains an approach to power in which Engels and Marx described the emergence of the capitalist system whilst simultaneously glorifying the idea of communism, this is the source of his dislike of how he believes power works and is distributed. The class distinction is compared, in the manifesto, to that of ancient Rome in that they had patricians, knights, plebeians and slaves (Marx and Engels, 1968. p.36) and also to the middle ages to demonstrate that although these labels may not still be relevant, the modern bourgeoisie has built on this basis to create the same concept in a masked form. It has instead established brand new conditions and ways of oppressing the proletariat. 

Another ethnographic example of Marx’s approach and the concept of exploitation is the Tiv. The Tiv are pagan people who live in the middle of Benue Valley within Northern Nigeria. This distribution of goods within this society is the reason they are particularly relevant- there are two main methods of distribution; gifts and market (also referred to as kasoa). Gifts are given in order to create a long lasting relationship with another member of the community and is not a known process within the market- it is generally expected that the gift will be reciprocated at some point in time and therefore forms a personal relationship. However, market is different. Market has no intention of creating any form of personal relationship, in fact, market between two people with a personal relationship is almost impossible. This is because market is to be exploited as greatly as is possible (Bohannan, 1955. pg. 60-70) and it is seen as being inappropriate to sell items to kinsman or those with a personal relationship at such a high price. Effectively, the Tiv only like to sell to those who they can exploit and make the most money out of. This is comparable to Marx’s belief that one class, with the most power, can successfully exploit the other, lower class. The person selling the item at market can be considered the bourgeoisie and the ‘customer’ the proletariat. 

Foucault has been a particularly influential figure in terms of shaping wider understandings of power and presenting ideas that are not in relation to Marx. The approach taken by Foucault differs from that of Marx; whereas Marx’s approach centres around capitalism, Foucault suggests that modern society is a ‘disciplinary society’ and that power cannot, therefore, be termed an agency or a structure. However, arguably we do not know Foucault’s ultimate opinion on power as he discusses a number of elements of the force and looks at it from a number of different angles as opposed to focusing his entire approach on a single aspect as Marx seems to. In his work ‘Discipline and Punishment’, Foucault speaks of society’s elite class and their continuation in dominating and controlling everybody else which does actually mirror Marx’s work by addressing that class and domination can be quite significantly relevant when looking at the nature of power in certain forms.

Foucault speaks a lot of power and knowledge, often referring to them together as power/knowledge as he does not view them as individual entities, rather as the two terms being inextricably linked. He suggests that knowledge is an exercise of power and that power is therefore, ultimately a function of knowledge. His work implies that power/knowledge is both productive and constraining- it not only limits what it is that we can do, but also opens up new possibilities and ways of acting and thinking about ourselves (Ltd, 2016)This demonstrates that we do not necessarily have to look at power as something that leads to the exploitation of the working class- that it can also be used to benefit them; power is not a strictly negative force.

Although the two philosophers do take differing approaches to power, the two still show a few similarities in how they view it. However, these similarities are quite sparse and much more difficult to find. Foucault agrees that, much like capitalism and Marx’s view, power is in fact unevenly distributed between the ‘groups’ who possess it. Looking at this from both Foucault’s point of view and from the view of Marxism, the bourgeoisie/ruling class possess the vast majority of the power whereas the proletariat/working class possess significantly less. Foucault agreed on some level with Marx’s approach, speaking of the success of the discourse in effectively managing to conceal the fact of domination in social life (Kant Kumar, n.d. pg. 1-26) which ultimately agrees that the ruling class expertly and silently exploit the proletariat as is the basis of Marx’s argument; that power usually obscures the truth and is therefore a negative force.

Additionally, Foucault determines that there are a number of different types of power. One type being traditional power, which may also be referred to as judicial or sovereign power. This approach includes aspects of life like the law and obedience and therefore it must be understood with a negative definition (Tutan, 2018, pg. 22-37). He therefore shows some comparison with Marxist views by recognising that although he believes power can be used in a positive way, it is not wrong that it can be and often is used negatively.

Despite some similarities, it is clear that both Marx and Foucault offer quite significantly differing ideas when it comes to approaching the topic of power which can be evidenced in their respective works and by their presentation of ideas. Marx views power as a resource that is in limited supply; he claims that this means power is then concentrated amongst particular groups and actors of sort who have the ability to then wield it over the proletariat, the unsuspecting. Foucault however disagrees that power is just a resource, he believes that rather than being held by specific groups, power is strategically exercised throughout society. 

Foucault presents that the rise of disciplinary power as a feature of modern society goes hand in hand with the developing of the capitalist mode of production (Sherman, n.d.) which mirrors Marx’s approach to power- that it centres around capitalist society. An example of disciplinary power is in the context of prisons. The use of disciplinary power in prisons means that prisoners can be transformed from criminals who break the law into law abiding citizens (Foucault 1977, pg. 231-236) who are then acceptable enough to be integrated back into a law abiding society. This is evident of how, unlike Marx’s view, power does not always have to be a negative force, it can be extremely productive. Bentham’s panopticon is a relevant example in this context; showing that by feeling as if you are being watched will likely result in self-discipline- again demonstrating that power, particularly in the disciplinary sense, can be used for positive and productive means to create a better and safer society.

Additionally, Foucault implies that power has the potential to hold positive effects as opposed to Marx who believes that the effects of power are instead oppressive. Foucault believes that although power has the ability to be repressive, often it can actually be considered productive instead. We, as people, have constant access to power and are subjects of it- it gives us the ability to create both a positive and a negative change not only in society, but in the behaviour of individual people. The difference is based on exactly how we exercise that power and how fairly it is distributed.

Foucault speaks of a power he refers to as ‘pastoral’; this approach is when those in power claim a responsibility to keep an eye on the individuals who may possess less power than them and to do them a favour. The main purpose of this form of power is to take care of its population (Tutan, 2018. Pg. 22-37) This is therefore the complete opposite view to Marx’s one sided argument that power is always a negative force- Foucault shows that the ruling class do not always exploit the proletariat.  Marx claims power obscures the truth and in turn therefore causes alienation of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie- this contrasts Foucault’s suggestion that it can, in fact, be fruitful and helpful.

According to Marx, the origins of power are material, however the effects are less so- power translates into control over ideas (Sherman, n.d.) and these ideas ensure the subordination of the proletariat by luring them into a false consciousness as ideas are fed straight back into material reality. Foucault’s argument does not coincide with this due to his feelings that power can be a consciously positive entity.

Foucault believes that Marxism often neglects the immediacy of and just how complex power is in everyday life (Kant Kumar, n.d. pg. 1-26). He also claims that Marx underestimates the extent to which modern identities have been produced by a number of networks of power and knowledge (Ibid.). Power is clearly a very complex structure. It is possible that Marx approaches power in a way that may be considered too simple and quite significantly one sided. Marx seems to neglect all possibility of power being a positive force and views it in a completely negative light; it is as if he is blinded by the capitalist system and can therefore not see the concept of power being presented in any way other than this which would, of course, create a permanently negative view of power in his mind. He does not see the different types of power that Foucault does, he does not even begin to consider different aspects or possibilities such as knowledge or the prospect of there being various different types of power. 


Overall, there are both similarities and differences between both Marx and Foucault’s approaches to the topic of power. However, it is significantly simpler to see the differences in these approaches- whereas Marx seems to focus solely on power and exploitation, Foucault seemingly focuses more on knowledge and the prospect of there being more than just one type of power in the world. Marx sees power strictly as negatively whilst Foucault holds the view that it can be used as a positive force; both approaches provide sufficient argument as to why they are correct and relevant. Looking at both approaches to the subject, it is clear that power is a complicated and layered topic without one solid definition- there is no one way of deciding whether it is ultimately positive or negative, yet both approaches are valid. Although there is overlap in elements of both ideas, ultimately both Marx and Foucault approach power with significant difference.
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