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Power and Identity in Contemporary Persian Fiction: A Foucauldian Reading
(A Case Study of Contemporary Works, 2021-2026)
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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the representation of power and identity in contemporary Persian fiction published between 2021
and 2026 through the theoretical framework of Michel Foucault. The central question concerns how power relations are
represented in contemporary fictional texts and how these relations contribute to the formation, stabilization, crisis, and
redefinition of characters’ identities. The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and discourse-analytical approach and
purposively examines selected Persian novels and short stories addressing themes such as power, identity, family, gender,
generational relations, economy, social surveillance, and resistance. Concepts including power/knowledge, discourse,
subjectivation, normalization, disciplinary power, governmentality, and resistance constitute the main analytical categories.
The findings indicate that power in the selected works is predominantly represented as a dispersed network embedded in
everyday familial, gendered, economic, educational, occupational, cultural, and media-related relations. Family
expectations, gender norms, social definitions of success, economic position, and the judgment of others are among the most
significant mechanisms shaping fictional identities. Social surveillance and the internalization of others’ gaze frequently
lead characters to regulate and discipline their own conduct. ldentity crisis primarily emerges when individuals are positioned
between conflicting discourses and incompatible social expectations. In contrast, resistance appears through economic
independence, withdrawal from restrictive relationships, lifestyle changes, migration, silence, the redefinition of social roles,
and the reconstruction of personal narratives. Overall, identity in contemporary Persian fiction is not portrayed as fixed or
predetermined but as a dynamic and relational phenomenon continuously produced through the interaction of power,
discourse, individual experience, and resistance.

Keywords: Power, Identity, Contemporary Persian Fiction, Michel Foucault, Discourse, Subjectivation, Resistance
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Contemporary Persian fiction has increasingly

become a significant discursive space in which
transformations in social relations, cultural
values, generational tensions, gender
expectations, and individual self-
understanding are represented and critically
negotiated. Rather than functioning merely as
a mirror of social reality, fiction participates in
the production of meaning by organizing

voices, legitimizing particular experiences,
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marginalizing others, and constructing
recognizable forms of subjectivity. Studies of
contemporary Persian literature indicate that
fictional works are closely connected with
changing social conditions and thus provide
valuable material for understanding how
individuals position themselves within evolving
cultural and institutional environments (1). At
the same time, stylistic transformations in

contemporary literature demonstrate that

changes in literary language and narrative
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form  often correspond to  broader
transformations in the representation of social
experience (2). Within this context, identity
emerges not as a fixed or self-contained
essence but as a dynamic and relational
construct shaped by discourse, memory,
gender, class, family, institutional
expectations, and cultural  belonging.
Research on feminine identity in contemporary
Persian fiction, for example, has shown that
literary representations of women are
inseparable from the social and discursive
structures through which femininity is defined
and evaluated (3). Similarly, analyses of
female identity in Persian novels have
emphasized the tension between individual
self-awareness and the restrictive conditions
under which female characters attempt to
define themselves (4). The present study
therefore approaches contemporary Persian
fiction published between 2021 and 2026 as a
field in which power and identity are mutually
constituted. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s
theoretical framework, it seeks to explain how
power operates through discourse, norms,
surveillance, institutional expectations, and
everyday interpersonal relations, and how
fictional characters become subjects through
processes of classification, normalization,
internalization, and resistance. The central
research problem concerns the mechanisms
through which power contributes to the
construction, stabilization, fragmentation, and
redefinition of identity in contemporary Persian

narratives and the ways in which fictional

subjects negotiate or resist the identities
imposed upon them.

The theoretical framework of the study is
primarily based on Foucauldian concepts of
power, power/knowledge, discourse,
subjectivation, normalization, disciplinary
power, governmentality, regimes of truth, and
resistance. From a Foucauldian perspective,
power is not reducible to a sovereign authority,
state institution, or directly coercive actor;
rather, it circulates through a network of social
relations and operates through institutions,
forms of knowledge, language, evaluation,
classification, and ordinary practices. Power,
therefore, is productive as well as restrictive,
because it does not merely prevent actions but
produces categories, identities, truths, and
standards according to which subjects
recognize  and regulate  themselves.
Interpretations of Foucault’s power/knowledge
formulation have emphasized that knowledge
cannot be treated as politically neutral, since
systems of knowledge contribute to the
production of norms and legitimate particular
ways of understanding human subjects (5).
From this perspective, literary discourse can
be analyzed as a site where social truths are
reproduced or contested, because fiction
participates in defining what counts as normal,
deviant, respectable, successful, feminine,
masculine, modern, traditional, or socially
acceptable. The semantic dimension of power
is especially important in this regard, because
language organizes social categories and

determines how subjects become intelligible
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within particular structures of meaning (6).
Foucauldian analyses in institutional and
educational contexts further demonstrate that
power operates by linking knowledge to
evaluation, standardization, and the regulation
of conduct (14). Similar dynamics have been
observed in educational systems, where
norms and institutional knowledge contribute
to the formation of desirable and governable
subjects (15). Applying these insights to literary
texts enables the analysis to move beyond
explicit oppression and examine subtler
processes through which characters come to
monitor themselves, accept social definitions,
or experience identity conflict when competing
discourses impose incompatible expectations.
Methodologically, the study adopts a
gualitative, interpretive, and discourse-
analytical approach focused on Persian novels
and short-story collections published between
2021 and 2026. The texts are selected
purposively on the basis of their thematic
relevance to power relations, identity
formation, gender, family, generational
conflict, social control, economic insecurity,
cultural belonging, and resistance. The
primary unit of analysis includes narrative
situations, dialogues, descriptions, character
interactions, evaluative statements, identity
labels, acts of exclusion, moments of self-
surveillance, and instances in which
characters resist or redefine socially
prescribed roles. The analytical process
proceeds by first identifying recurring

manifestations of power and identity and then

categorizing them according to Foucauldian
concepts such as disciplinary regulation,
discourse,

normalization,  subjectivation,

power/knowledge,  governmentality, and
resistance. Particular attention is paid to the
distinction between externally imposed
identities and identities that characters seek to
construct for themselves. This distinction is
especially important in relation to gender,
where existing studies have demonstrated the
persistence of socially produced expectations
surrounding feminine identity in contemporary
Persian fiction (3). At the same time, identity is
treated as plural and context-dependent rather
than singular, which is consistent with
research showing that contemporary Iranian
youth construct their identities through
configurations of multiple and sometimes
contradictory social and cultural resources
(12). The analysis therefore considers family,
education, work, economic status, gender
norms, media

visibility,  generational

belonging, and cultural memory as
overlapping fields of power rather than isolated
variables. The study also treats identity crisis
not simply as an individual psychological
problem but as a discursive condition
produced when characters are caught
between incompatible normative expectations.
Previous literary research has similarly shown
that identity crisis often intensifies under
conditions of displacement, social disruption,
and conflicting forms of belonging (13).
Through this interpretive procedure, the study

seeks to construct a coherent model of how
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contemporary Persian fiction narrates the
formation, fracture, and reconstruction of
subjectivity.

The findings indicate that power in
contemporary Persian fiction is predominantly
represented as dispersed, relational, and
embedded in ordinary social life rather than
concentrated exclusively in formal institutions.
Family is one of the most recurrent sites of
power, particularly because it transmits
expectations concerning marriage, education,
occupation, gender roles, respectability, and
social reputation. Parental authority is often
legitimized through the language of care,
experience, responsibility, and family interest,
making it a particularly effective form of
normative power because control appears as
protection rather than coercion. Gender is
another central field in which identities are
regulated. Female characters frequently
negotiate expectations concerning marriage,
bodily presentation, social behavior, emotional
responsibility, domesticity, and independence,
while male characters encounter pressures
related to economic provision, authority,
emotional restraint, career success, and social
competence. Existing research on feminine
identity in Persian fiction supports the view that
literary representations of women often
foreground tension between prescribed roles
and self-defined subjectivity (4). At the broader
cultural level, representations of Iranian and
Iranian-Islamic identity continue to influence
the ways fictional characters understand

belonging, morality, family, and historical

continuity (9). Yet these collective identities
are not represented as completely stable,
because they increasingly intersect with
individualized aspirations, global cultural
influences, digital life, and generational
change. Studies of national identity
reconstruction in fiction have similarly shown
that literary identities are produced through
negotiation  among history, memory,

displacement, and changing cultural
frameworks (10). The findings also reveal that
power frequently operates through internalized
judgment: characters regulate their own
speech, relationships, career choices, and
public behavior based on anticipated social
evaluation. Thus, surveillance is often
represented without a clearly identifiable
watcher, as subjects internalize the imagined
gaze of family, community, peers, and
institutions.

A further major finding concerns the growing
role of economic and digital forms of power in
shaping fictional identities. Employment,
income, housing, social mobility, and
professional status frequently function as
criteria through which characters evaluate
their personal worth, adulthood, masculinity,
femininity, and social legitimacy. Economic
insecurity therefore produces not only material
hardship but also identity instability,
particularly when dominant cultural definitions
of success become difficult to achieve. This
dynamic corresponds to Foucauldian analyses
showing that economic and institutional

discourses can produce particular models of

NY.N
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the responsible, productive, and self-
regulating subject (14). In addition, digital
environments introduce new forms of visibility
and self-regulation. Social media encourages
subjects to manage a public image of
themselves while simultaneously exposing
them to continuous comparison, observation,
and judgment. Recent Foucauldian
scholarship on algorithmic biopower suggests
that digital platforms transform visibility into a
regulatory mechanism through which subjects
actively participate in their own monitoring and
self-presentation (11). Contemporary Persian
fiction increasingly reflects this gap between
private identity and publicly performed identity,
especially among younger characters whose
self-understanding is shaped by competing
offine  and online expectations. These
tensions frequently generate identity crises,
because characters must negotiate between
who they believe themselves to be, who family
and society expect them to become, and who
they present themselves as being.
Nevertheless, resistance remains a persistent
feature of the narratives. Literary resistance is
not limited to overt rebellion; it includes
silence, withdrawal, migration, economic
independence, refusal of expected roles,
alternative relationships, changes in lifestyle,
and the reinterpretation of personal history.
Studies of power discourse in Persian
literature have demonstrated that literary texts
can simultaneously reproduce dominant
norms and create discursive possibilities for

challenging them (8). The findings of the

present study similarly indicate that resistance
most often takes the form of rearticulating
identity rather than completely escaping
power.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
contemporary Persian fiction published
between 2021 and 2026 constructs identity as
an unstable, relational, and continuously
negotiated phenomenon shaped by
overlapping networks of power. Family,
gender, education, work, economic conditions,
cultural memory, social reputation, and digital
visibility all participate in defining the positions
available to fictional subjects. Power is most
effective when it is internalized, because
characters begin to monitor and judge
themselves according to socially produced
standards even in the absence of direct
coercion. Identity crisis emerges particularly
where  competing  discourses  impose
incompatible definitions of the desirable self,
while resistance appears when characters
attempt to reinterpret, reject, or modify these
definitions. The analysis further shows that
resistance rarely results in complete liberation
from power; rather, subjects move from one
configuration of power relations to another and
continually renegotiate their place within new
social, cultural, and institutional environments.
Contemporary Persian fiction can therefore be
understood as an important discursive arena
in which struggles over the right to define the
self are narrated through everyday
experiences of family, gender, work,

belonging, visibility, and choice. A Foucauldian
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reading makes it possible to recognize that
identity in these narratives is neither purely
imposed from outside nor freely created by
autonomous individuals; it is produced through
the ongoing interaction of discourse,
regulation, self-understanding, and resistance.
In this sense, one of the most important
features of contemporary Persian fiction is its
representation of subjects who are constantly
engaged in negotiating the boundaries
between socially assigned identities and the
identities they seek to construct for

themselves.
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