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1

     Introduction   
    Dan Hassler-Forest and Pascal   Nicklas    

   Adaptation is all about change: from one work of art to the next. 
Therefore, adaptation is also about power. On one level, there has been 
the power of the ‘original’ text over its adapted version, which has in 
many cases automatically been considered a polluted or otherwise infe-
rior copy of the primary text – the Hegelian slave to its more authentic 
master. But the ways in which adaptations are used in our contemporary 
context of ubiquitous computing and global capitalism enforce a power 
dynamic that is even more explicitly political: a continuous negotiation 
of existing social, cultural, and economic hierarchies that can be reaf-
firmed but also challenged by the new ways in which adaptations are 
circulated and appropriated. 

 By foregrounding the phrase ‘the politics of adaptation,’ this book 
means to suggest the political and ideological contexts and power rela-
tions within which artistic adaptations take place. With this approach, 
the contributors to this volume seek to explore new research challenges 
relating to history, political philosophy, and the changes in production 
and distribution that have been the result of globalization and media 
convergence. It also opens our eyes further to the importance of adapta-
tion as a tool of appropriation and power negotiation in racial and post-
colonial debates, as well as in terms of biopolitics and gender. 

 Since the act of adaptation by its very definition involves a process of 
transformation and rewriting, any adapted text must by necessity also 
involve the repurposing of ideas that implicitly or explicitly articulate a 
sense of political engagement. Case studies of adaptations can therefore 
be useful tools for examining larger ideological shifts, especially when 
examining the interaction between a specific text and its cultural recep-
tion. Focusing on the politics of adaptation therefore moves us beyond 
the traditional debates on fidelity and medium-specificity, seeking to 
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explore and mobilize the most recent developments and methodological 
shifts that are currently transforming the field of adaptation studies. 

 For many years, adaptation studies has already proclaimed itself to 
have reached ‘an important crossroads’ (Leitch, 2006). Originating 
among literary scholars with an interest in cross-media adaptations, the 
field has been heavily invested in examining similarities and differences 
between source texts and their numerous textual relations: novels that 
have been adapted into films, television series based on literary proper-
ties, video games based on cinematic franchises, and so forth. But as 
processes of globalization and media convergence have rapidly trans-
formed our media landscape over the past two decades, it has become 
increasingly difficult to maintain or even properly identify the previ-
ously assumed boundaries between media, and the cultural hierarchies 
that once seemed to define their relative values. Digital convergence 
(Jenkins, 2006), ubiquitous computing (Negroponte, 1996), and the 
development of participatory culture (Nicklas and Voigts, 2013) have 
been important factors in the recent reconfiguration of adaptation 
studies, with a tension developing between the traditions of detailed 
textual analysis on the one hand, and the broader framework of cultural 
studies on the other (Carroll, 2009; Murray 2013). 

 In order to start suturing this gap between text-based case studies of 
individual adaptations and questions of social use and cultural context, 
the question of politics offers the field a productive way forward. As all 
adaptation processes inherently imply hierarchies of taste and cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1984), both the theory and the practice of adaptation 
are ultimately determined by social relationships that are inherently 
political. An ideologically informed perspective on adaptation practices 
therefore must take into account not only the political economies that 
successfully produce and distribute adaptations in countless forms, but 
also the unpredictable ways in which such texts are received, negoti-
ated, and appropriated around the globe. Building upon these central 
questions, this book develops new ways of understanding adaptation 
through a focus on political and ideological concepts, offering a perspec-
tive that combines specific case studies with an approach that is truly 
global in its scope. 

 The necessity for this intervention is all the more vital given the 
sweeping cultural, social, and technological changes that have trans-
formed the mutual relationships between contemporary narrative 
media. Large-scale processes like globalization, media convergence and 
audience participation make it important to shift adaptation studies’ 
dominant framework from the analysis of cine-literary case studies to 
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the socio-cultural mechanisms and political economies that determine 
their value. It has therefore become necessary to examine more closely 
the various kinds of political and ideological assumptions underlying 
not only the contents of specific adaptations, but also – and perhaps 
especially – the cultural, economic, and social practices that surround 
their production, distribution, and consumption. This approach there-
fore also requires methods that combine more traditional humanities 
research with fields such as sociology, philosophy, fan studies, and new 
developments in the neurosciences. 

 This book therefore brings together a group of scholars from a variety 
of disciplines, whose work offers a wide-ranging set of approaches to the 
field. Their work has been organized into a series of thematic clusters 
focused on politics and adaptation, each of which explores in depth a 
case study related to this conceptual focus from a political point of view. 
These experts were brought together on the one hand to broaden and 
expand the field by incorporating interdisciplinary developments in 
academic methods outside the traditional humanities, and on the other 
to open up adaptation studies to scholars for whom adaptation studies’ 
literary focus has been a limitation 

 Together, these authors have explored the politics of adaptation from 
a variety of disciplines and perspectives, while their work remains united 
by the conceptual questions that affect the entire field. This approach 
differs from earlier collections with similar cultural interests, which have 
mostly remained within the classical paradigm of literature and film 
studies (Nicklas and Lindner, 2012; Bruhn, Gjelsvik and Hanssen, 2013). 
The individual chapters in this book have been grouped into six clusters 
that can be accessed separately, but which build upon each other struc-
turally and thematically. 

 These clusters articulate the six overlapping and mutually reinforcing 
frameworks identified by the book’s contributors as key issues within 
the debate we wish to address:

   History  1. 
  Media convergence  2. 
  Postcolonialism and racial identity  3. 
  Globalization and nationality  4. 
  Popular genres  5. 
  Biopolitics and gender    6. 

 While all six topics provide engagements with a varied range of case 
studies and interdisciplinary methodologies, they remain united by 
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their focus on a critical approach to the political implications of adapta-
tion processes. By moving from adaptation studies’ traditional emphasis 
on genres, texts, and authors to these critical concepts, this collection 
offers new approaches that aim to broaden the existing framework 
considerably. 

 These six areas of thematic interest together elucidate the most vital 
recent developments in adaptation studies, expanding the scope of the 
field by moving away from comparative case studies based entirely on 
close textual analysis, and firmly establishing an agenda rooted in the 
contextual study of complex social, cultural, and political processes. 
The effect of these interdisciplinary approaches is on the one hand a 
methodological pluralism generally characteristic of the humanities in 
recent years. On the other hand, the volume’s development of a politi-
cally informed approach to adaptation studies is neither uniform nor 
ideologically programmatic: rather than furthering any specific polit-
ical agenda, the essays instead offer critical examinations of the power 
dynamics that are crucial to understanding adaptation theories and 
practices in the context of globalization.  
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