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‘Rather than investigating how power has been exercised, it is more instructive for historians to 

ask why power has been accepted.’ Discuss. 

The study of power underpins the framework which historians employ to understand the past, 

whether it be the power of armies, literary movements or married women. The question of how 

power has been exercised is intrinsically superficial, although not entirely uninstructive. Rather it is a 

subordinate aspect of a greater issue, not of “acceptance”, but – as evidenced by examining class 

and colonial structures - how it has been forced; and how the myth of acceptance has been created.  

Power itself must be understood to appreciate where to place the emphasis in its investigation. 

Power relations exist as a ‘configuration of class domination rather than as a purely interpersonal 

phenomenon lacking deeper foundations in the social structure’1. Thus power is more a series of 

interlocking mechanisms than the will of any one individual. Acknowledging the role of class 

domination does not mean that other forms of repression are simply subordinated (rather that they 

too are enforced through economic mechanisms, and such antagonisms’ severity is often 

determined by class); nor that actors in a power structure have clear class identities and interests. 

The interdependence of economic, political, and ideological aspects of dominion are all studied.  

To understand this interplay of auspices, the historian must examine the exercise of power. It is 

argued that common heartland of power has been is in relation to the means of production, in 

control over the state, or in intellectual hegemony over people’s mental processes. Only by 

scrutinising the beneficiary of states’ actions - or the intellectual hegemony - that one observes how 

they are underpinned by the bourgeoisie or the proletariat’s role – ie vis-à-vis production. Gramsci’s 

analysis of fascist Italy shows it protected the interests of the bourgeoisie using the aristocracy’s 

hegemony, resorting to ‘most extreme dictatorial measures to maintain power, to crush its class 

enemies, which were the enemies of the unitary state’2. Thus interests of the state and capitalists 

combined under the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.  

Lukes’s ‘Three faces of power’3 asserts that power is “accepted” by three means: decision-making 

power, non-decision-making power, and ideological power. Decision-making power works overtly 

through policy and political action. Non-decision-making power delimits political discussion, 

penalising politically weak factions, and censuring public forums. This dichotomy of the weak versus 

strong in both current and potential issues can be manifested overtly or covertly: projecting future 

possibilities allows the strong to abuse the weak by conjuring a picture of uncertainty and calamity, 

facilitating the justification of almost any current action. Lukes illustrates how the Socialism of the 

American far-left is stigmatised, as painfully demonstrated in the coy language of post-FDR politics.4 

The third - insidious - face is ideological power, which influences perceptions and desires, including 

acting against their own self-interest: eg Lukes shows women upholding patriarchal society through 

this lens. Lukes describes this as the full extent of the first two faces, supplementing the failings of 

the other faces both for those in power and for the historian - a framework in which the oppressed 

feels (and the historian observes) dormant and active forces. Lukes sees the interaction of these 

power structures only by observing the real and falsified interests of those excluded by the political 

process, and by measuring them up against those who do have authority.  

                                                           
1 ‘Marxist Approaches to Power’ in E. Amenta, K. Nash, A. Scott, eds, Companion to Political Sociology, Oxford: 

Blackwell (2012) 
2 Gramsci, Antonio (1997) Contro la legge sulle associazioni segrete, Manifestolibri 
3 Lukes, Stephen (1974) Power: a Radical View, (Macmillan) 
4 Nichols, John (2015) 'S' Word: A Short History of an American Tradition...Socialism  
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To understand power conceptually, its historical and current mechanisms of operation should be 

investigated, to examine the question of its “acceptance”. The study of individual histories underpin 

the understanding of the processes of history: observing patterns and parallelisms is instrumental, – 

but not historians’ key enquiry. 

Historians who state that power has been accepted imply that the oppressed have done so willingly. 

Such assumptions of active acceptance ignore the imposition of power. For the anarchists Kropotkin 

and Bakunin, the modern state is distinguished from those of antiquity by the growth of capitalism 

and of ‘military, police and bureaucratic centralisation’5. The state and capitalism develop as 

superficially distinct but mutually reinforcing, existing symbiotically in ‘a society of mutual insurance 

between the landlord, the military commander, the judge, the priest, and later on the capitalist, in 

order to support each other’s authority over the people.’6 Economic mechanisms offer work - no 

matter how merciless the wage or inhumane the conditions - or starvation; the uncertainty of job 

hunting is as coercive. The bourgeois government oppresses by offering obedience or the 

monopolisation of violence. Thus frequently do the two indemnify and reinforce one another, even 

unifying. One would only “accept” such domination in the same way one would “accept” an armed 

robbery: that is to say the proliferation of power is not the result of an agreement, but a threat.  

Historians attempt to finesse this uncomfortable truth by invoking Neo-Liberal personal 

responsibility, or claim “acceptance” by invoking Consent Theory. Consent Theory posits that 

individuals act primarily as free agents, who then interact with other individuals, forming consensual 

relationships that are the foundations of political governance. This Lockean interpretation of the 

development of state power – often applied to justify the bourgeoisie’s power – is flawed. One 

frequent criticism is that after the original exchange of power, subsequent generations often only 

give tacit consent to the government.7 8 This interpretation also ignores the lack of reason for 

consent to power, since (as noted above) power is not justified hierarchies or the ‘appeal to the 

authority of the bootmaker’9; rather power is control over capital and the means of production, 

which decides what is moral or legal; who lives or dies.  

The renunciation of liberty is never a choice; it is against the nature of man to submit to such 

degradation. There is no reward, either spiritual or temporal, to warrant such a supposed exchange. 

The constraints of power and material conditions render all choices superficial, such that an 

individual man cannot choose his living, his marriage partner - his destiny – nor make any 

meaningful decisions in morality, or faith etc. Selling a man and his descendants into slavery on pain 

of death, then cloaking their eyes with a false narrative of choice or ill-chance is not “acceptance”, it 

is coercion: ‘To say that a man gives himself freely is to say something absurd and unthinkable’.10 

The historian who posits that would logically justify the abhorrent treatment of the working classes, 

or colonialism. Aristotle wrote that some men were ‘born for slavery and others for domination’11, 

and this attitude has pervaded much history: International Relations experts speak of global 

                                                           
5 Anarchism: A Documentary History of Libertarian Ideas, Volume 1 (2005). Robert Graham (ed.) New York: 
Black Rose Books 
6 Kropotkin, P (1995) Evolution and Environment  
7 Watner, C (1986), "Oh, Ye Are For Anarchy!": Consent Theory in the Radical Libertarian Tradition, Journal of 
Libertarian Studies 
8 Herzog D (1989) Happy Slaves: A Critique of Consent Theory  
9 Bakunin, M (1871) What is Authority? 
10 Rousseau, J (1762) The Social Contract 
11 ibid. 
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superpowers as historians talk of conquering tribes. Simply put, ‘Aristotle was right, but he took the 

effect for the cause.’  

An analysis of the tyranny of and resistance to colonialism or class antagonism reveals the narrative 

of acceptance as the zenith of Western historiographical mythos, the apotheosis of which is French 

imperialism in Algeria. In the early 19th Century, a new French colonial spirit meant that a renewed 

attitude of dehumanisation of the east was in order, where those who complied were exotified for 

European consumption; those who resisted were brutalised. Exceeding this individual treatment, 

was a policy of eradicating Algerians’ livelihood and culture– be they Arab or Berber – effecting their 

economy, heritage and mental state.  

The first phase was to imprint a memory of the consequences of resistance, encapsulated in the 

1843 letter of a Lieutenant-Colonel writing ‘if they happen to bring me a living Arab, they will receive 

a beating with the flat of the sabre.... This is how, my dear friend, we must make war against Arabs: 

kill all men over the age of fifteen, take all their women and children, load them onto naval 

vessels…In one word, annihilate all who will not crawl beneath our feet like dogs.’12 By 1875, the 

French conquest was complete; 825,000 Algerians had been killed since 1830. 

The shadow of genocidal hatred long persisted, provoking a French author to protest in 1882 that in 

Algeria, "we hear it repeated every day that we must expel the native and if necessary destroy him." 

Even five years later, a French statistical journal urged "the system of extermination must give way 

to a policy of penetration."’13 Once the native populace had been beaten, they had to be constantly 

subordinated. In the face of such oppression, there is no “acceptance” of power. Nor, indeed, was 

such brute force silently borne: in the 1830s, Emir Abd al-Qadir’s uprising threatened the French 

imperial presence, as in the 1840s, did the revolt of Lalla Fadhma N'Soumer. In the 1870s the Kabylie 

Insurrection (or Mokrani Revolt) broke out, caused mostly by Crémieux's encroachment of state 

government to previously self-governing tribal reserves (but also the military’s destruction of 

communities, and grievances about laws over crop sales.) Finally, in the 1950s, a re-awakening of 

Arab identity, together with mistreatment by an increasingly weak oppressor, lead to a revolt that 

removed overt imperialism. However, the long-lasting effects of the colonial system and the 

economic dependencies remained - and remain - similar. Active non-acceptance of this oppression 

continued. To suggest that there was any “acceptance” is to dishonour the memory of millions.  

Rather than why power has been accepted, there are two, intertwined questions, the first being how 

and why has power been enforced. The ‘Master–Slave dialectic’ - a famous passage of Hegel's 

Phenomenology of Spirit – described a bilateral situation, where the one who is free and powerful is 

only recognised (or defined as such) when faced with his negation – the one who is oppressed and 

powerless. Early man began to classify material objects, and grew his language by comparing and 

quantifying his environment. This classification of the natural world – together with the uncertainty 

of sedentary society - led to the first ‘charlaton’14 who enslaved first nature then his fellow man in 

private property. The increased necessity of this transaction due to the cohesion of human groups in 

early ‘civilisation’ led to greater awe for this negation. Lordship and bondage is made “acceptable” 

only by economic mechanisms: Enclosure was a legal process by which common land was defined, 

and rendered to a single landowner, ending traditional communal use.  

                                                           
12 de Montagnac, L (1885) Lettres d'un soldat : neuf années de campagnes en Afrique 
13 Kiernan, B (2007) Blood and Soil: A World History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to Darfur  
14 Rousseau, J (1755), Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men 



Ines Mubgar-Spencer 
 

4 
 

The new bourgeoisie took advantage of their control of state processes to privatise public land for 

private benefit. This new class, no longer subsistence farming, was herded into new industrial towns 

where wages were kept “competitive”, ie almost unliveable.15 For Capitalism not only offers work or 

starvation, but engenders cut-throat competition: your family or his; your survival, or his. This 

antagonistic mind-set is at odds with the real compassionate nature of man. It is ruthless and 

uncaring: it does not reward you for being fast, but rather for being faster than the other. It is 

negation yet again, carefully fine-tuned by economic conditions. 

Such “Otherisation” is used to justify colonialism, where the Other becomes a place of infinite 

possibilities, at once a threat and a tantalising venue of the exotic where ‘civilised’ rules and 

humanity no longer apply. There is an urge to throttle “the Subaltern” because of a burning hatred 

of its difference, but simultaneously a need to keep it alive - just - to feed off the negation which 

defines the ruling identity: there ‘is nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is formed, 

irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive; it has status, it establishes canons of 

taste and value…’.16 

The second question is how this myth of acceptance was cultivated. Discipline and Punish describes a 

time when power was visceral and physical, a temporal deprivation of an individual’s physical rights. 

In Society Must Be Defended, there is a gradual move towards ‘populations as political problem’, 

though a Marxist perspective combines the two into the degradation of the individual being partly 

due to their membership of a group (wittingly or unwittingly a part.) While the individual fears 

power on a physical level, he experiences power as a member of his group.  

Given such obvious suppression of both the individual and the collective, it is bizarre that both 

ordinary people and historians defend the existence of a myth of “acceptance”. Considering the 

relative revolutionary potentials of post-industrialised countries, Gramsci discussed cultural 

hegemony, reworking Machiavelli’s centaur metaphor with the bestial element being foundational 

to Capitalism. However, Capitalism relied heavily on the human element to maintain its position - 

consensual power and rule. It is an instrumental part of the creation of false consciousness, 

convincing the proletariat that there is one interest, the interest of the bourgeoisie.17  

This manifests repeatedly, if varyingly; sometimes a deliberate policy, such as the auto-glorification 

of the supreme moral and legal Nazi state, ‘the recognition of the invincible strength of the Third 

Reich and the acceptance of force as supreme authority…brings out a tendency to identify with the 

aggressor’.18 More often, the art of cultural hegemony is in encouraging those who aspire to these 

ideas to feel that they must protect their oppressor to achieve them: it traps them with false hope. 

Cultural hegemony creates an atmosphere that views the dominant ideology as common sense, 

allowing the ruling elite easily to factionalise their opponents: ‘in Morocco incumbent elites divided 

political opposition into loyalist and radical camps, and the loyalist opposition became unwilling to 

mobilize unrest’.19 Most insidiously, Neo-Liberalism permeates a mythos of personal responsibility: 

that it is one’s own fault to be dominated by others.  

The question why has power been accepted is deeply wrong in its very assumption; it disrespects the 

basic worth and dignity of humanity. Indeed, it is more instructive to ask how power has been 

                                                           
15 Marx, K (1867) Das Kapital  
16 Said, Edward (1978) Orientalism  
17 Gramsci, Antonio (1975) Prison Notebooks  
18 Pawełczyńska, Anna (1973) Values and Violence in Auschwitz: A Sociological Analysis 
19 Lust-Okar, E Divided They Rule: The Management and Manipulation of Political Opposition, Comparative 
Politics 
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exercised, but that is not “acceptance”. Power has never been “accepted”, and is only touted to be 

so after the degradation of the human psyche by the intellectual face of Capitalism. The question 

historians should ask is how and why has power been forced – and on what grounds has the myth of 

acceptance been perpetrated? 
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