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Critical Awareness: An Approach to Literary Criticism and Theory is a study
guide to revisit the basic tenets of Literary Criticism and Theory. It is a
re-studying and analysis of Classical Literary Criticism and Modern Literary
Theories by some of our contemporary literary scholars, who have, through
their understanding, redefined and simplified the basic elements of Criticism

and Theory in Literature.
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Popular Culture and Power in Literature —
A Cultural Studies Perspective

Ms. Ambreen Fatima

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the connection between popular culture and power in literature through the
lens of cultural studies. It examines how literature reflects, shapes, and sometimes challenges
the power structures present in society. Popular culture, as a site where ideas, beliefs, and
values circulate, often serves as a tool for both reinforcing and resisting dominant ideologies.
By looking at the role of representation, the politics of identity, and the influence of media
and consumer culture, this paper shows how literature can become a space for negotiation
between authority and the public. The discussion draws on key ideas from cultural theorists
such as Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall, Jean Baudrillard and Michel Foucault.

Keywords: Popular culture, power, literature, cultural studies, ideology, representation,
hegemony

Popular culture is not just entertainment—it is a powerful tool that shapes how people
think, act, and view the world. Literature, as an important form of cultural expression, often
reflects and responds to popular culture. Cultural studies, as a field of inquiry, examines
these connections between culture, ideology, and power. As Stuart Hall notes, popular
culture is “a site where the struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged”
(Hall 239). This means that popular culture is not neutral; it is tied to politics, authority, and
social control.

This article looks at the relationship between popular culture and power in literature from a
cultural studies perspective. It focuses on how literature can either support or resist dominant
ideologies, how representation works, and how the power of media and consumerism
influences literary narratives.

CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS: CULTURE, HEGEMONY,
AND POWER

Cultural studies, emerging in the mid-20th century through the work of scholars like
Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggart, and later Stuart Hall at the Birmingham Centre for
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Contemporary Cultural Studies, focuses on the intersection of culture, power, and everyday
life. Williams famously described culture as a “whole way of life” (Culture and Society
87), rejecting the division between elite and popular forms.

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is central to understanding how cultural power
operates. Hegemony is not enforced solely through political or economic means but through
the shaping of cultural norms and values that appear “natural.” Literature, as a cultural
product, can support hegemonic narratives or destabilize them. Foucault’s notion of power/
knowledge further emphasizes that cultural texts are sites where power is embedded in
discourse, determining what can be said, thought, and imagined.

Jean Baudrillard’s idea of the “hyperreal” in Simulacra and Simulation adds another layer:
in a media-saturated age, images and signs often become more significant than the realities
they claim to represent. Literature in the 21st century cannot escape these mediated realities;
instead, it often critiques or reflects them.

POPULAR CULTURE AS A SITE OF POWER

Popular culture is not merely the background of a narrative; it is a form of cultural
battleground. Power works in popular culture through what Antonio Gramsci calls
“hegemony”—the ability of the ruling classes to maintain control by shaping cultural
norms (Gramsci 12). Literature can reproduce these norms or challenge them by presenting
alternative visions. For example, Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games, a dystopian novel,
uses the reality TV format—a staple of popular culture—as a metaphor for authoritarian
control. The “Games™ serve as a spectacle to distract and pacify the masses, echoing the
Roman concept of panem et circenses (bread and circuses).

Raymond Williams’s idea of literature as a cultural text means that novels, plays, and
poems are not isolated works of art but embedded in the cultural processes of their time.
Charles Dickens’s serialized novels, such as Oliver Twist, can be read as early examples of
literature influenced by popular culture—mass production, affordability, and public taste
shaped both the form and content of his work.

REPRESENTATION AND IDENTITY IN LITERARY TEXTS

One of the main interests of cultural studies is how identity is represented in cultural
texts. Representation is not just a reflection of reality; it is a way of producing meaning.
Stuart Hall explains that representation “connects meaning and language to culture” (15).
In literature, the way characters, communities, and cultures are portrayed can reinforce
stereotypes or disrupt them. For example, in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah,
popular culture references like American television, hair salons, and online blogs are
used to show the complexity of racial identity in a globalized world. Here, literature
engages with popular culture to challenge dominant narratives about race, migration,
and belonging.



