
1 

 

 

Representation of Social Identity in Contemporary Prose: A Study of 
Literary Works that Depict Class Conflict 

 
Ade Fitria Fatimah 

Gadjah Mada University, Sleman, Yogyakarta, Indonesia 
Corresponding email: ade.fitriafatimah@mail.ugm.ac.id 

 

Abstract This study explores the representation of social identity and class conflict in 
contemporary prose, focusing on how literary works reflect and critique societal structures 
and inequalities. Through a close examination of selected novels and short stories, this 
research investigates the nuanced portrayal of class-based struggles and the ways in which 
characters navigate their identities within stratified social settings. By analyzing narrative 
techniques, character development, and thematic elements, the study seeks to understand how 
contemporary prose serves as a vehicle for both personal and collective resistance against 
class-based oppression. The research underscores the role of literature as a mirror of societal 
dynamics, revealing how authors employ literary devices to expose the complexities and 
challenges faced by individuals in different socioeconomic contexts. The findings aim to 
contribute to a deeper understanding of the intersection between literature and society, 
highlighting the power of prose to foster awareness and empathy regarding social inequality. 
This study ultimately positions contemporary prose as a critical space for examining, 
challenging, and reflecting on the realities of social identity and class conflict in modern 
society. 
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1. Introduction  

Social identity and class conflict are two profoundly impactful elements 
shaping the narratives and realities of individuals and societies worldwide. In 
literature, the representation of social identity often serves as a mirror to society, 
highlighting divisions, inequalities, and cultural norms that govern behavior and 
status. Contemporary prose, specifically, captures these nuances, providing a rich 
source of social commentary on identity and class. Scholars argue that class 
distinctions continue to be a source of conflict, dictating access to resources and 
opportunities and perpetuating systemic inequalities globally (Bourdieu, 1984; 
Wacquant, 2018). This division is increasingly significant in a world where economic 
disparity and social stratification appear to be intensifying, making it imperative to 
study how literature reflects and critiques these social dynamics. 

While there is a substantial body of research on social identity and class within 
various academic disciplines, there remains a gap in understanding how 
contemporary prose specifically portrays class conflict. Authors in contemporary 
literature often use their narratives to critique and expose the harsh realities of class 
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disparity, depicting characters whose lives are shaped by socio-economic struggles. 
These portrayals in prose reflect real-world issues, shedding light on marginalized 
communities and the power dynamics that restrict their opportunities (Bennett & 
Royle, 2016). However, the specific mechanisms through which social identity and 
class conflict are represented in contemporary prose and their impact on readers’ 
perceptions of these issues remain underexplored. 

Previous studies have examined various aspects of social identity and class in 
literature. For example, Bourdieu's (1984) seminal work on cultural capital and class 
has informed how researchers understand socio-economic divisions in literature. 
Likewise, Wacquant (2018) discusses how systemic inequalities manifest in everyday 
life, including in literary narratives. More recent studies, such as those by Jones 
(2020) and Thompson (2019), analyze the representation of marginalized 
communities in literature, suggesting that authors use prose to subvert and 
challenge dominant class structures. These studies provide foundational insights 
into the relationship between literature and social identity but often focus on older 
literary works or limit their analysis to specific demographics, leaving a research gap 
in the exploration of contemporary prose’s role in representing class conflict. While 
prior research has laid the groundwork for understanding social identity in 
literature, limited attention has been given to how contemporary prose uniquely 
portrays class conflict in today’s context. Much of the existing literature focuses on 
historical texts, overlooking how current social issues, such as economic inequality 
and globalized labor dynamics, shape contemporary literary themes. Furthermore, 
studies often prioritize either social identity or class conflict independently, rather 
than examining how these elements intersect to impact the characters' experiences 
and identities in modern prose. This gap indicates a need for research that delves 
into the portrayal of class conflict within contemporary narratives, exploring how 
modern authors articulate socio-economic struggles and contribute to the discourse 
on social identity. 

The urgency of this research stems from the growing socio-economic divides 
within societies worldwide. Economic inequality, often depicted in literature, has 
been linked to various social issues, including reduced social cohesion, increased 
crime rates, and mental health challenges (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). Given the rise 
of inequality and its profound effects on social structures, examining how 
contemporary prose reflects and addresses these themes is crucial. Understanding 
these representations in literature can provide insights into society’s collective 
consciousness, potentially fostering empathy and encouraging dialogue on 
addressing class disparities. This research is novel in its focus on contemporary 
prose’s treatment of class conflict and social identity. Unlike previous studies that 
have examined these elements in historical or classic literature, this study 
concentrates on modern works, providing a fresh perspective on how contemporary 
authors engage with class issues. By analyzing recent narratives, the research seeks 
to reveal evolving themes and trends in literary depictions of socio-economic 
struggles, contributing to a deeper understanding of how today’s literature 
addresses and critiques modern social issues. This focus on contemporary prose fills 
a significant gap in literary studies, offering new insights into the role of literature in 
reflecting current social conditions. The purpose of this study is to explore how 
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contemporary prose represents social identity and class conflict, focusing on the 
narrative techniques and character development strategies authors employ to depict 
socio-economic divides. By analyzing selected novels and short stories, the study 
aims to identify recurring themes and narrative structures that highlight social 
identity in relation to class disparities. This examination will shed light on the 
literary devices that authors use to evoke empathy and understanding of 
marginalized perspectives, ultimately offering a comprehensive analysis of how 
prose serves as a vehicle for social critique. 

This research contributes to the field of literary studies by providing a nuanced 
analysis of social identity and class conflict within contemporary prose. The study's 
findings are anticipated to deepen the understanding of how literature functions as a 
mirror of societal issues, reflecting and sometimes challenging prevailing social 
norms. Additionally, this research will serve as a resource for scholars interested in 
the intersections of literature, sociology, and cultural studies, encouraging further 
exploration of contemporary prose as a tool for social commentary. By highlighting 
underrepresented narratives, this study contributes to a more inclusive literary 
discourse that values diverse socio-economic perspectives. The implications of this 
research extend beyond literary studies, influencing areas such as sociology, cultural 
studies, and education. By examining how literature portrays class conflict and 
social identity, the research could inform educational curricula, encouraging the 
inclusion of texts that reflect a broader spectrum of societal experiences. This study 
also has the potential to impact cultural discourse, as it reveals how literature can 
foster empathy and understanding across social divides. Moreover, by documenting 
how contemporary prose challenges social structures, this research underscores 
literature’s role in promoting social awareness and, potentially, social change. In 
summary, this research addresses a pressing need to explore the representation of 
social identity and class conflict in contemporary prose. By filling the gap in current 
literary studies, this research offers new insights into how authors portray socio-
economic struggles, contributing to a broader understanding of literature’s role in 
reflecting and critiquing social dynamics. This study not only enriches the field of 
literary studies but also has the potential to impact cultural understanding and 
societal perceptions of class and identity, demonstrating the enduring relevance of 
literature in addressing social issues. 
 

2. Method 

This study employs a qualitative research design, focusing on content analysis 
to examine the representation of social identity and class conflict in contemporary 
prose. Qualitative research is suitable for this analysis as it allows for an in-depth 
exploration of themes, narrative structures, and character dynamics related to social 
identity and class issues within literary works. The population for this study 
includes contemporary novels and short stories published within the past two 
decades that depict socio-economic challenges and class-related conflicts. These 
works are selected from various regions and authors to ensure a diverse 
representation of perspectives on social identity and class disparity. 

A purposive sampling technique is used to select a sample of literary works 
that specifically address themes of class conflict and social identity. The sample 
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includes approximately 10-15 novels and short stories that have been recognized for 
their exploration of socio-economic issues, as identified through literary awards, 
critical acclaim, or recommendations in academic literary circles. By focusing on 
these works, the study aims to highlight narratives that offer significant insights into 
the dynamics of class conflict and identity. This targeted sampling approach ensures 
that the selected texts align with the study’s objectives, providing a robust 
foundation for analyzing the portrayal of class-related issues within contemporary 
prose. 

The primary research instrument is a content analysis framework developed to 

identify and categorize themes related to social identity, class conflict, and socio-

economic disparity in the selected literary works. Data is collected through close 

reading and detailed annotation of each text, focusing on narrative elements such as 

character development, plot structure, dialogue, and descriptive language that 

reflect social identity and class dynamics. The data analysis technique involves 

thematic analysis, where recurring themes, symbols, and narrative devices are 

identified, coded, and analyzed to reveal patterns in how social identity and class 

conflict are represented. Through this process, the study uncovers underlying 

messages, critiques, and reflections of social identity within contemporary prose, 

contributing to a comprehensive understanding of how literature reflects and 

critiques societal structures. 

 

3. Result & Discussion  

The data for this research consists of textual excerpts from contemporary 
novels and short stories published over the past two decades, each containing 
depictions of social identity and class conflict. These works, selected through 
purposive sampling, include prominent novels like Americanah by Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie and The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead, among others. These 
texts provide a cross-sectional view of how contemporary authors portray socio-
economic disparities and the complexities of social identity in various cultural and 
regional contexts. 

The data is presented in a thematic format, with each theme illustrating a 
different aspect of social identity and class conflict. Key themes identified across the 
texts include “Class Mobility and Social Stigma,” “Power Dynamics and 
Oppression,” and “Identity Formation in Socio-Economic Constraints.” Excerpts are 
selected based on narrative elements such as character interactions, inner dialogues, 
and setting descriptions, which highlight the socio-economic issues faced by 
characters from different classes. Each theme includes supporting excerpts that 
elucidate the nuanced ways in which authors communicate class-related tensions 
and identity struggles. The thematic analysis reveals that contemporary prose often 
utilizes character development and narrative perspective to foreground class 
conflict. Characters from lower socio-economic backgrounds are depicted as 
grappling with limited opportunities, which influences their identity and sense of 
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self-worth. For instance, in The Nickel Boys, Whitehead presents the harsh realities 
of a reform school where systemic oppression affects the identity and future of 
young African American boys. The contrast between the ambitions of these 
characters and their societal limitations illustrates the barriers created by class 
disparity, an approach consistent across other sampled works. 

The recurring narrative devices suggest that contemporary authors aim to 
evoke empathy and awareness of class inequality among readers. Through 
descriptive passages that capture the struggles of marginalized characters, authors 
effectively draw attention to social structures that perpetuate inequality. For 
example, Adichie’s Americanah explores identity within a transnational context, 
showing how class intersects with race and immigration status. This layered 
representation not only enriches the characters' identities but also highlights the 
universal impact of class conflict on personal and social levels. One of the specific 
findings is that social identity in contemporary prose is often constructed through 
the characters’ interactions with institutional power, such as the education and 
employment systems. Characters encounter barriers that define their socio-economic 
roles, impacting their self-perception and aspirations. This portrayal underscores the 
systemic nature of class inequality, where characters are frequently relegated to 
certain social roles based on class. For instance, in Whitehead's work, characters face 
direct consequences due to their social status, reflecting real-world challenges of 
limited mobility for individuals from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

Compared to previous research, such as Bourdieu’s (1984) exploration of 
cultural capital, the findings affirm that contemporary prose reflects socio-economic 
limitations through cultural markers and institutional roles. Wacquant’s (2018) 
notion of “advanced marginality” aligns with the study’s findings, where 
marginalized characters in contemporary prose experience exclusion and diminished 
agency. While previous research primarily addressed these issues theoretically, 
contemporary authors use narrative techniques to vividly portray these dynamics, 
making class conflict accessible to a broader audience through fiction. The study’s 
findings correlate with social identity theory, particularly the work of Tajfel and 
Turner (1986), who emphasized that individuals derive their identity partly from 
group associations. In contemporary prose, characters’ social identities are 
influenced by their socio-economic group, affecting their self-esteem and actions. 
The representation of class as a determinant of identity reinforces social identity 
theory, as characters internalize societal perceptions of class, impacting their self-
concept and interactions. 

Authors of contemporary prose propose implicit solutions through character 
development and plot resolutions that advocate resilience, solidarity, and awareness 
of social issues. By depicting characters who either challenge or find alternative 
pathways around their socio-economic constraints, these narratives suggest that 
empathy, self-awareness, and community can mitigate some effects of class conflict. 
Adichie, for example, often portrays characters who, despite facing social barriers, 
seek self-empowerment through education and cultural exchange. The depiction of 
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social identity and class conflict in contemporary prose reflects an ongoing societal 
concern regarding the rigidity of class structures and limited social mobility. The 
narrative choices made by authors serve not only to entertain but also to educate 
readers on the impacts of socio-economic divisions. The portrayal of systemic 
obstacles offers a critique of societal structures that favor the affluent while 
marginalizing the lower classes, creating an implicit call for reform in social policies 
and attitudes towards class. 

This research has practical implications for educators and social advocates. 
Incorporating contemporary prose that addresses class issues into educational 
curricula can foster empathy and critical thinking among students. Exposure to these 
narratives can encourage young readers to question and understand the socio-
economic forces that shape individual lives. Additionally, social advocates can use 
these literary portrayals to bring attention to class issues, highlighting the need for 
policies that promote equality and social mobility. Many of the analyzed works use 
empathy as a central theme, allowing readers to connect emotionally with characters 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. This emotional engagement is significant, as it 
transforms readers’ understanding of social issues from abstract concepts into lived 
experiences. The narrative focus on empathy aligns with Nussbaum’s (1997) 
assertion that literature cultivates emotional intelligence, encouraging readers to 
recognize the humanity in others, irrespective of class differences. The findings 
reveal that social identity in contemporary prose is often depicted as intersectional, 
where class interacts with other factors like race, gender, and nationality. This 
complexity mirrors Crenshaw’s (1989) intersectionality theory, which posits that 
various social identities overlap to create unique experiences of oppression. For 
example, in Americanah, race and class intersect, illustrating the compounded 
challenges faced by characters. Such depictions underscore the interconnectedness of 
social identities and the multi-dimensional nature of class conflict. 

A notable trend in the analyzed works is the emphasis on characters’ agency 
and resistance against oppressive class structures. While characters often encounter 
barriers, many also exhibit resilience and adaptability, reflecting the human capacity 
for self-determination. This portrayal of agency resonates with Freire’s (1970) 
concept of “conscientization,” where awareness of oppression empowers individuals 
to resist and challenge societal constraints. Characters who resist class-based roles 
illustrate a form of social critique, advocating for agency in the face of systemic 
limitations. By depicting class conflict and social identity in relatable and 
emotionally engaging narratives, contemporary prose has the potential to alter 
readers’ perceptions of socio-economic issues. Studies, such as those by Kidd and 
Castano (2013), show that reading literary fiction enhances empathy and theory of 
mind, making readers more attuned to others’ experiences. The findings of this 
research suggest that contemporary prose serves as a powerful medium for social 
education, encouraging readers to recognize and reflect on class dynamics in their 
societies. 
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In conclusion, contemporary prose serves as both a reflection and critique of 

socio-economic issues, particularly class conflict and social identity. Through vivid 

character portrayals and immersive narratives, authors shed light on the 

complexities of class in modern society, underscoring the enduring influence of 

socio-economic disparities on personal identity and social relationships. The findings 

suggest that contemporary prose not only reflects societal conditions but also 

contributes to the discourse on social justice, encouraging empathy and awareness 

among readers. Future research could expand on this work by exploring other 

genres or examining the impact of these narratives on readers’ attitudes toward 

social issues. 

 

4. Conclusion  
 This study reveals that contemporary authors use prose to capture the 

complexities of social identity and class conflict, providing readers with a lens 
through which to understand socio-economic disparities. The analysis highlighted 
recurrent themes such as class-based struggles, limited social mobility, and the 
intersectionality of identity factors like race, gender, and nationality. Findings 
demonstrated that authors leverage character development, narrative perspective, 
and thematic elements to evoke empathy, illustrate the effects of socio-economic 
structures, and critique existing power dynamics within society. Through these 
narratives, contemporary prose serves as a critical medium for examining and 
challenging societal inequalities. The study has practical implications for literature 
and social sciences, particularly in education, where the inclusion of contemporary 
prose that explores social identity and class conflict can cultivate empathy and social 
awareness among students. The portrayal of marginalized perspectives in prose can 
also influence cultural discussions on socio-economic issues, potentially encouraging 
policy advocacy for equality and social mobility. This research reinforces literature’s 
role as a mirror of society, capturing and critiquing the nuances of class structures 
and social identities, thus contributing to broader societal awareness of class-based 
challenges. 

Future research could expand on these findings by exploring how other genres 
of literature represent social identity and class dynamics or examining the 
psychological impact of reading class-based narratives on readers' perspectives of 
socio-economic issues. Additionally, comparative studies between different cultural 
contexts in contemporary prose could provide insights into how socio-economic 
issues are depicted globally. For educators and policymakers, integrating these 
literary works into curricula could enhance students' understanding of socio-
economic challenges, thus fostering a more informed and empathetic society. 
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