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Abstract:This article aims at fashioning a suitable theoretical framework combining useful 

paths from literary and cultural studies. This critical landscape encompasses the dynamics of 

power relations which contemporary fiction is bound to engage with. This undertaking also 

makes use of the lens of the socio-cultural and historical premises involved in the production 

of the literary texts. The question arises whether fictional works should be deciphered 

according to the socio-cultural codes encrypted in the power games between various 

characters or settings or whether they should be viewed mainly as expressions of pure aesthetic 

bliss. As more than a mirrorimage of the contemporary world, contemporary novels frequently 

display and challenge views of the world, ideologies and theories, as well as social or moral 

conflicts. Key sensitive issues having to do with violence, abuse, trauma, identity trouble, war, 

political games or gender inequality are among the most exploited by contemporary writers 

and are relevant for the idea that power plays a major role in the dynamics of a society.  
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The concept of power is very important for the analysis of all social and cultural phenomena 

and has been largely discussed by theorists of various domains. In cultural studies power is 

associated with ideology, while it also dictates what knowledge is, in addition to what culture 

or fiction is. Power is commonly seen as a force by which people or groups are able to reach 

their goals or interests over, and against, the will of others. One might wonder what that force 

lies in, how it could be visualised. Far from being a possession controlled by a particular 

institution, power may be seen as a flow circulating throughout all layers and sections of society 

and is present in all forms of interpersonal relationships, often having negative connotations: 

power abuse, coercion, repression, discrimination are just some of the phenomena associated 

with the word. In cultural studies, power is defined in terms of ideology, the latter term being 

concerned with the organization and legitimation of those sets of ideas which human 

communities accept as working for themselves in relation to the world as a whole. Christopher 

Barker puts together and relates, thus offering a brief outline of the problematic, power, 

ideology and hegemony within the larger framework of culture in the traditions of cultural 

studies:  
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...the notion of ideology has been deployed to refer to ideas that justify the power of 

ascendant groups, though it can be used to suggest the justifying ideas of all social 

groups. The related concept of hegemony can be understood in terms of the strategies by 

which the ideologies or world-views of powerful social groups are maintained. Here 

culture is understood as a terrain of conflict and struggle over meanings and thus the 

concept of hegemony necessarily ‘contains’ or connotes issues of power (Barker 2004: 

162). 

The central concept of ideology, a term used to describe the ideas that justify the attribution of 

power to a certain social group, or ideas which justify the actions of any group, is not likely to 

miss in any cultural work or project, with literature being among the important fields of 

investigation. Like power, ideology has acquired various meanings. Raymond Williams 

mentions three of them, having acquired currency in Marxist thinking, and then taken over and 

dealt with in cultural studies:  

(1) a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or group; (2) a system of illusory 

beliefs - false ideas or false consciousness - which can be contrasted with true or scientific 

knowledge; (3) the general process of the production of meanings and ideas. (Williams 

1994: 175)  

The third, very comprehensive meaning has become increasingly important in cultural criticism 

over the last few decades, in which class consciousness, whether genuine or false, has been left 

aside, given the dramatic social changes that have occurred. Class is less relevant to this cultural 

work today than it used to be in classical forms of left-wing, Marxist thinking. 

Among the most influential literature for the theoreticians of cultural studies, Michel 

Foucault’s work is widely dedicated to the analysis of the various relations between the social 

structures and between the individual and the institutions. He is critical of the view that power 

is exclusively detained by state institutions and focuses on the effects institutions have on 

certain groups of people and how individuals accept or resist those effects. Starting from his 

famous quote in The History of Sexuality, Volume1 “where there is power there is resistance” 

(Foucault 1978: 95), one can identify the elements of a system of relations, hence the 

oppositional dimension of the concept of power relations, even if the impression one gets is 

that Foucault makes its distribution and configuration too ubiquitous, and therefore less likely 

to be responded to. Power, in Foucault (Discipline and Punish), is perceived as a complex chain 

or as a comprehensive net of relations, not only between an “oppressor” and an “oppressed,” 

but dispersed throughout the whole society. Power is seen as a crucial factor in all social 

relations, from family relationships to those between the individual and the institutions.  If it 

becomes too widespread and too pluridirectional, much to the displeasure of more militant 

theorists such as Stuart Hall, Foucauldian power is a less useful concepts in critical, militant 

approaches to human inequality and what it can be done about it. 

In Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (1996) Stuart Hall disputes Foucault’s view 

that resistance is guaranteed as opposition of power and states that one should first establish 
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where resistance comes from. This cannot be done without identifying the various “regimes of 

truth” in the social formation. In his view, society needs to be apprehended not as a unitary 

entity, but as a formation of multiple regimes of truth. Some of these might be “subordinated” 

but they are relevant for a certain social group, although they do not belong to the “dominant 

episteme” (Hall 1996: 136). All regimes of truth should be analysed in order to identify the 

balance of forces between power and resistance and how this balance is changing. 

Two Foucauldian concepts related to the exercise of power are discipline and 

punishment. How do agents in positions of authority deal with them in order to preserve their 

privileged power positions?  Historically, Michel Foucault identifies the shift from torture to 

painless punishments as corresponding to a shift in power distributed in society. Discipline is 

no longer straightforwardly imposed by the institutions, but encouraged by these to become a 

form of self-regulation in modern societies. Institutions like the hospital, the clinic, the prison 

or the university are thus seen as instruments which make individuals internalize control and 

make the disciplining appear as natural or innate. Disciplinary regimes have moved from the 

prison to the workplace, the army, the school, the university and this is also illustrated by 

Foucault through the use of the Panopticon symbolism. Thus, space, in addition to power and 

ideology, is promoted to a central position in the exercise of oppression and in the preservation 

of order and authority. By adopting a certain way of arranging the space in factories or schools 

for example, those “in power” are enabled to maximum visibility, forcing the “powerless” to 

behave as if they are permanently being observed even when they are not. The particular 

architectural arrangements lead to a particular configuration of power relations. 

In Domination and the Arts of Resistance (1990), James Scott develops the idea of 

“hidden transcripts” in power relations, explaining that both the powerful and the powerless 

are compelled or prompted to behave in a certain way according to the context in which they 

act, according to more or less overt scripts or transcripts. However, not everything is set in 

these pre-established patterns. The challenge to authority may be performed according to 

various arts of resistance, more or less hidden, so to speak, to borrow Scott’s phrase and 

concept. Resistance may be overt or hidden.  

To put it very crudely and simply, for example the powerless might mock or insult the 

powerful when the latter are not present and the former are surrounded by their peers. By 

contrast, “the powerless are often obliged to adopt a strategic pose in the presence of the 

powerful […and] the powerful may have an interest in overdramatizing their reputation and 

mastery” (Scott 1990: xii). They both develop “hidden transcripts” which need to be analyzed 

along with the public performance in order to give a complete analysis of that power relation. 

Such strategic poses are often resorted to in countries having authoritarian regimes, such as the 

Communist countries before the fall of the Berlin Wall. This is not the case in more liberal 

democratic countries today, where challenging the system has almost become the standard 

practice of most authors. 

 On the other hand, resistance and confrontation within the artistic, the literary world 

might be more visible in other areas of dynamic interaction. For many years now, there has 

been a “literary war” between what agents or actors in positions of authority have considered 
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the relation between canonical positions and popular fiction positions. The tendency has been 

for the distinction between the two, initially very antagonistic positions, to be blurred. The 

canon, as well as its other, is a cultural construct, and what was once popular may have become 

canonical in the present or at more or less remote point in the past. If, unlike his sonnets, 

Shakespeare’s plays were initially perceived as part of popular culture avant la lettre, very 

much like Dickens’s novels in the 19th century, today both artists and their works are part of 

humankind’s gallery of cultural excellence. They have been used in the expression and 

functioning of complex sets of power relations to confirm and support various political, social 

and artistic institutions, part and parcel of supporting authority and superiority in relation to 

alterity, considered inferior by the powers that be, in art and outside it. Power relations have 

thus become very visible and tangible in the processes of artistic production, dissemination and 

consumption, although their functioning as such dates back to the beginning of art all over the 

world in all cultures. 

More than three decades ago, Anthony Easthope was speaking about a development 

that had been happening over the previous twenty years or so. It had to do with the distinction 

between what had been considered to be literature in relation to what it was not. Inclusion and 

exclusion of texts as literary or not are phenomena which are obviously political, as expression 

of power relations within the literary world, realization which, Easthope notes, did not appear 

as obvious two decades before he published his volume: “Twenty years ago, the 

institutionalised study of literature throughout the English-speaking world rested upon an 

apparently secure and unchallenged foundation, the distinction between what is literature and 

what is not” (Easthope 1991: 3). 

It announced the emergence of cultural configurations in which literary studies were 

framed within cultural studies, with the attending dimensions of power and ideology. It thus 

became clear that the literary text both contains evidence of power relations expressed within 

it and engages in power relations with the world outside it, be it the literary or extra-literary 

world, where politics appears to reign supreme. Therefore, in relation to the aesthetic 

dimension of literary texts, the power relations that become enmeshed within are relevant in an 

assessment of the relevance and importance of the written word that is commonly called fiction 

or literature as a whole. 

One of the important questions to be examined in approaches to literature is the one 

having to do with the complex relationship between literary texts as cultural products, as 

artifacts, and the world around them, in which various agents, discourses and institutions play 

a part. In this complex relationship, how do words flow, in what configurations and directions, 

what do they do and what do various agents and institutions do with them? Is it a complex 

power game in which some entities win and some lose, or is it a win –win game? One of the 

frames in which such texts are to be placed and interpreted is the framework of cultural studies 

as encompassing, rather than as overlapping with, literary studies, and the above-mentioned 

position of Anthony Easthope is worth considering as a point of reference. His volume, Literary 

into Cultural Studies, is an important critical landmark advocating such a position. In cultural 

studies, the concept of power is central, so the political dimension of cultural products, 
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including literary texts, is relevant. And then, going back to Plato and following the discussion 

throughout a long tradition to the present, what is the connection between power, politics and 

representation or mimesis?    

According to Erich Auerbach, the concept of mimesis, translated literally as “imitation” 

from Greek, refers to the method by which a writer “imitates” the real world and transfers an 

understanding of that world to the reader. Identifying the elements of the narrative that convey 

sensory data of the setting is the most important thing when analyzing mimesis. Auerbach 

considers that through the imitation of a sensory experience one can offer clues about its history 

and process of evolution.  Throughout his entire study, he seeks to discover examples of 

“representations of everyday life” and to decode them into ways in which “that life is treated 

seriously, in terms of human and social problems” or even to detect “tragic complications” 

(Auerbach 2003: 342). These tragic complications obviously, although initially not so much 

so, have to do with the presence of power relations. 

Starting from Auerbach’s definition of mimesis, one might question the term of 

“fiction.” Is it a faithful imitation of the reality it pretends to display? What realistic elements 

can one detect in a non-realistic text? How are cultural, historical and literary issues to be 

deciphered in a purely fictional text? The answer to this might be provided by semiotics and 

the code systems to be decoded by the reader of the literary text. In her book Representation, 

Jenny Kidd reminds of five perspectives from which representations can be analyzed: reality, 

myth, visual culture, persuasion and identity politics (Kidd 2016:15).  Although only the last 

of Kidd’s perspectives contains the word politics and suggests the exercise of power, all of the 

other perspectives are involved in, and contribute to, ideology and power relations.  

Ideology and its mechanisms show and hide various power games. Ideology involves 

the distribution of ideas that can dictate how power is distributed, due to what is commonly 

perceived as these ideas’ natural or obvious character, resulting from the representations which 

have been developed and eventually indirectly imposed within a society, whose individuals 

have naturalized them, thus taking them for a faithful representation of truth or reality. 

Representations produce identities and are very closely linked to the subject of power, as terms 

indicating identity components like gender, race, sexuality, social status, family, create a 

connection with a certain position of power.  

More and more literary authors living in a world in which such realizations have 

become widespread are fully aware of the workings of ideology and power, often coming with 

memorable narratives that animate such far from innocent games. Referring to contemporary 

fiction as a depiction of contemporary cultural realities, one can trace various representations 

of power relations in literary texts, from those between individuals or social groups, to 

manifestations of gender power, territorial power or trauma and apocalyptic worlds. 

In literary texts, as in any other cultural products, there are various “codes and signs 

[…] charged with ideology, invested with power, markers of difference and carriers of ‘value’” 

(Kidd 2016: 22). Thus, it is essential to understand the meanings invested with power of the 

signs that compound a literary work or a work of art or any cultural item in order to reveal the 

reality responsible the production of that work. However manipulative the author may be, or, 
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the other way round, however disinterested and apparently far from the madding crowd an 

author might appear to be, it is still possible to trace various cultural aspects, social attitudes or 

interpretations of history and human agency, uses and abuses of power.  In these contexts, 

misrepresentations or omissions could stand as different forms of representations meant to 

confirm, react to or resist to, forms of power imbalances.  

Vladimir Nabokov, for instance, due to his family’s troubled history, appeared to hate 

politics and never got involved in any political games. He tried hard to stress the purely artistic 

dimension, the aesthetic bliss that he was aiming at in such novels as Lolita. Does that mean to 

say that power relations are strictly confined to Humbert Humbert manipulating Dolores Haze 

and the narratee inside his narrative? One might feel tempted to place the interpretation of that 

novel within more comprehensive power games outside the text and within larger political and 

geopolitical games, with the most obvious opposition between aesthetic bliss and socialist 

realism beyond the Iron Curtain at the time the novel was published, for example. 

Power is distributed to and within certain areas, both through mimetic representations 

and through omissions and misrepresentations. In a literary text, this imbalanced arrangement 

is frequently used to give a clear view of the power relations. Through persuasion or identity 

politics (matters of race, gender, sexuality, class, age), the writer outlines the entities which are 

in power and those which are oppressed or which are showing resistance, thus divulging the 

cultural environment the text is part of. In his book Representation (1997), Stuart Hall explains 

that it is necessary to select actively the codes which bear meaning and also to inspect the way 

they are presented, structured or shaped. This way, it is possible to fathom how a fictional text 

reflects or engages with reality, from what point of view that reality is perceived and which are 

the markers of power that compound it. Perceptions might differ, due to cultural constructs or 

different ways of decoding the signs. “Things don’t mean: we construct meaning, using 

representational systems - concepts and signs” (Hall 1997:25).  

While referring to this “constructivist” or “constructionist” approach to meaning in 

language, Hall differentiates between the material world, the reality of people and things, and 

the symbols, which are the object of representation, meaning and language. Although the 

existence of the material world cannot be denied, its meaning is only conveyed by linguistic or 

other representational systems. Individuals, based on the social background they come from, 

use their decoding systems to create meaning and to communicate in a meaningful way to 

others.  

In “The Rhetoric of the Image” (1964) Roland Barthes distinguishes between what is 

seen and what is understood, between denotations and connotations and shows that this 

difference should be used in cultural analysis. The denotation is the dictionary meaning of the 

word and its connection to something in the real world. The connotation is the interpretative 

association attributed to the sign and depends on the context and cultural background. In 

Barthes’ view, connotation shows a higher level of interpretation, and he assumes that 

individuals belonging to the same culture might have similar connotations to certain signs. 

Interpretations rely heavily on contexts, and contexts inevitably contain differentials of power, 
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confirming or challenging established authority and hierarchies, whether in the artistic world 

or outside it. 

Even apparently “innocent” differences between connotations given to the same symbol 

occur due to differences between the ideological components of cultural systems which have 

formed certain perceptions and power positions. In his book Orientalism (1978), Edward Said 

claims that Orientalism is a misrepresentative discourse about the orient issued by western 

voices, based on what has been subjectively perceived by travelers and displayed by the media. 

The connotation attributed to the Orient is based on how this part of the world is perceived by 

the culture of the Occident. Said says that “the Orient” is a semi-mythical construct that is 

widely misrepresented when interpreted by the western cultures. This misrepresentation is 

meant to consolidate western superiority and the subaltern position of the Orient. 

A Foucauldian “regime of truth” is a socially accepted discourse, effective for a certain 

society in the way that it regulates the distribution of power, regardless of how “true” it really 

is. A discourse is a particular way of representing something according to the interests of a 

certain group or class. The discourse is closely linked to the production of power, as it uses 

language to generate knowledge and those who produce the discourse must also have the power 

to “make it true” in order to make it effective. A discourse is hardly ever neutral or innocent; 

it simply builds up a position from which it becomes meaningful. Thus, regimes of truth might 

convey misrepresentations of the “oppressed” in order to justify the “oppressor”. Referring to 

Said’s Orientalism and the image of the orient which has been created by the western 

discourses, Stuart Hall identifies several “discursive strategies” in his paper “The West and the 

Rest: Discourse and Power.” The strategies of idealization, projection, failure to accept 

differences and the tendency to impose norms result in stereotyping and thus the “oppressed” 

is known and defined in a certain way, based on its image which has been created by the 

discursive strategies. 

 To sum up, one might reconsider a couple of simple questions. Thus, in terms of power, 

what do literary texts do? Do they reflect, represent the world in which they are created, 

disseminated, responded to, “consumed”? Such questions obviously have to do with the 

clarification of the main terms for a better understanding of the relevant positions involved in 

the process of cultural communication.  Do these texts make sense and acquire value through 

the power games that such complex relationships display or should they be viewed mainly as 

expressions of pure aesthetic bliss, in the wake of Vladimir Nabokov’s famous pronouncements 

linked to his work? What would be the power games within which the terrible story of the 

American scalp-hunters in McCarthy’s Blood Meridian are to be interpreted, obviously in 

relation to the prevailing stories of  the frontier thesis and of the discourse of Manifest Destiny, 

which might legitimate the westward movement of the American pioneers in the middle of the 

19th century? 

 Someone trying to live “far from the madding crowd” might feel that power games in 

literature would mainly involve character interaction, conflicts, crises and their resolutions. 

That would involve considering that power games mean the expression of crisis and conflict 

within the narrative only, usually between protagonists and antagonists. Good narratives, after 
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all, like all history so far, are based on something going wrong and conflict being finally 

resolved.  Since the texts, as already mentioned above, are part of a complex relationship, in 

which power features prominently, such a perception is correct, but obviously not complete. 

Power games and interactions transcend the inner fictional world, pervading the whole 

communication process and the world in which it works. 

Power may be visualized as an omnipresent fluid, circulating in all directions, through 

arteries and veins, within the body politic as a whole, within smaller or larger groups, 

communities, states, empires, the globe as a whole in the globalization age. it can also be 

viewed in terms of clashes between the prevailing power and the resistance exerted by the 

oppressed, since inequality has been a main feature throughout history, in more or less 

authoritarian, more or less democratic systems. Either way, power is what appears to move the 

world ahead, for the better or for the worse, and words and the way they work are part of this 

very comprehensive game. In a realist tradition starting in the 1850s, fiction has generally been 

considered a reflection or even reproduction of the socio-political, economic and cultural 

realities of the times it depicts, either directly or indirectly. As such, even if Balzac or George 

Eliot do not explicitly refer to it, power animates the fictional world seen in close connection 

with the extra-literary world. 

Contemporary fiction could stand as the most eloquent example in this respect, as it 

does not closely stick to what used to be the formal constraints of literary genres. It usually 

extends, expands and evolves continuously in connection with the dynamic life of a world 

increasingly faster experiencing change In this world, interconnection and interdependence are 

sometimes performed at the speed of light, through sophisticated technological communication 

developments. As more than a mirrorimage of the contemporary world, contemporary novels 

frequently display and challenge views of the world, ideologies and theories, as well as social 

or moral conflicts. Key sensitive issues having to do with violence, abuse, trauma, identity 

trouble, war, political games or gender inequality are among the most exploited by 

contemporary writers and are relevant for the idea that power plays a major role in the dynamics 

of a society. The literary text can no longer be invoked as inhabiting an elevated realm, away 

from the sorrows of common humanity, much in the impressive, Romantic way in which John 

Keats’ poem Ode on a Grecian Urn seems to say: “Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty.”   
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