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Introduction

Considering how much the social sciences – understood 
here in the widest possible sense – have achieved, it can 
be assumed that the notion of power is a multi-dimen-
sional concept. As a starting point for my research I have 
taken the distinction introduced by Steven Lukes of three 
types of theories regarding power: one dimensional, two 
dimensional and three dimensional.1 

The first understands power as: “the ability of an indi-
vidual or a group of individuals to modify the behaviour 
of other individuals, consequently leading to a distinc-
tive sequence of events. The subject here is the observ-
able behaviour of the individuals, and the struggle for 
power is synonymous with the struggle to prevail in the 
decision-making process, particularly within a nation”.

In the second concept power: “is identified both with 
the system of values, beliefs and rituals as well as institu-
tional procedures (the rules of the political game), which 
in a permanent and systematic way protect the interests 
of one social group over those of other social groups. 
This theory focuses not only on people’s visible behav-
iour and on the specific decisions made by an individual 
(or individuals) in power, but also on the interests of 
society, whether open or concealed, as well as overt or 
covert systems of behaviour or prejudice, characteristic 
of defined social groups”.

The third interpretation of power is: “the potential 
ability to shape and determine the behaviour of propo-
sitional people. In this understanding of the concept 
under analysis, a discussion of power or of the power 
struggle is justified despite the lack of an ongoing, ob-
servable conflict which may effectively go unspoken or 
be repressed. We are dealing instead here with a con-
cealed conflict, a so-called conflict of interest between 
those who are in power and those who are subordinate”.

With such a broad definition of the concept of power 
in hand, we have the right to ask questions, not simply 
in the who is in control? Who holds the power? vein, but 
also how is power exercised? And furthermore, how is 
power experienced?

1  Wróbel 2002: 56–66.

This wide definition of the concept of power entitles 
me to outline various areas of research starting with so-
cial institutions, by this I mean the objectification of pow-
er broadly understood as power over society, through 
power over space (the landscape), power over the body, 
to power over memory. Studies into power realised in 
these specific fields of research gain inspiration from 
other, more appropriate,  power theories. 

Power over society, or rather objectified 
power

In this context the most common definition of power 
considers it an institution which interferes in the life of 
an individual to the highest degree. Following Michael 
Mann2, it is possible to assume that the nature of power 
is either extensive or intensive.  Extensive power is able 
to organise many people across a significantly scattered, 
extensive territory. Intensive power is able to enforce 
that its subjects declare a high level of commitment to it 
and to the defence of its structure.

So understood, and depending on its source, power 
can be further divided according to its origin into: ideo-
logical power, economic power, military and political 
power. Ideological power emerges from the need to 
connect one’s life with a particular system of values and 
norms, from the need to share aesthetic, cognitive val-
ues and participate in ritual practices. Economic power 
develops from the desire to extract, process, distribute 
and consume natural resources. Military power is based 
on monopolising the means for physical coercion and the 
conviction that aggression is useful. Power of this type 
is above all authoritarian, centralist by nature. Political 
power is connected to the crystallisation of the concept 
of nation.

According to Michael Mann3, the struggle for control 
over ideological, economic, military and political power 
resources is a significant part  of social development.

2  Mann 1993: 2–10.
3  Mann 1993: 2.
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Power over space 

This is likewise a very wide research field and so I will 
concentrate only on phenomenological concepts as sug-
gested by Maurice Merleau-Ponty4, Anthony Giddens5 
and Martin Heidegger.6

Merleau-Ponty’s ideas concern perception and devel-
oped from criticism of classic behaviourism, according 
to which sensory experience is caused by an external 
stimulus, and perception is the individual’s response to 
it. Maurice Merleau Ponty separates perception (notic-
ing) and judgement (thought of the perceived object), 
creating the concept of phenomenological reduction. He 
leaves behind the naive belief that the natural world ex-
ists independently and that it causes our perception. The 
world post-reduction is a world full of meaning, a world 
that is the result of internal acts assigning meaning ex-
ecuted by the individual to whom this world appears. In 
fact, we direct our attention towards selected objects in 
the external world, we notice them, and therefore they 
exist in our perception.

In his proposed theory of structuration Anthony Gid-
dens put social practices within time and space into or-
der. Society is composed of practices reproducing the 
collective life of people through institutionalised behav-
iour. Social actions can be repeated which means that 
people do not create them but rather continually repro-
duce them by whichever means are appropriate. 

In the discourse on space, Giddens’ observation is 
particularly significant – the reflexive monitoring of ac-
tion usually and routinely includes monitoring the setting 
of the action. Structuration processes, the creation of 
structures, are connected with mutual relations between 
meanings, norms and power. Structure is both a medium 
and the result of interaction. It is not understood as a 
barrier to action but as a fundamental part of its crea-
tion. Structure is not material but it does exist virtually.  

In structuration theory, concepts of practical con-
sciousness and routinisation are significant. The first in-
cludes everything that the actors want to know about 
how to manoeuvre on the social stage, but are unable to 
express in discussion. Routine in turn is action which is 
carried out ordinarily, repeated activities which make up 
ordinary life in society. The carrier of routine is practical 
consciousness. Routine roots human actions simultane-
ously in time and space. Regular meetings and the posi-
tion of the body in social meetings are of fundamental 
significance. How the body is positioned is rich in con-
tent, especially concerning detailed observation of body 
language, gestures, facial expression, typical of social life. 
At the same time the individual is  placed differently ac-
cording to the framework of social relations which deter-
mine that person’s specific identity. Giddens proposed 

4  Merleau-Ponty 1962, 1963.
5  Giddens 1984. 
6  Heidegger 2001: 141–159.

studying the situational nature of societal interaction in 
reference to various places, the stages for interaction, 
which are used by active agents usually unconsciously, 
in order to give meaning to the act of communication. 

Space-time relations are fundamental circumstances 
for the recreation of social life. They may be fleeting, un-
constrained, such as two acquaintances passing in the 
street exchanging greetings or more formalised, official, 
taking place in the company of many people, severely 
restricted in time and space, and proceeding according 
to strictly defined models of behaviour.

Social relations can therefore be arranged in space-
time trajectories, thus creating a dynamic map of ac-
tions. 

The phenomenological method may be supplemen-
tary, key to considering how experience and understand-
ing of the world by members of local communities leads 
from being to a Heideggerian being in the world. For 
Heidegger, existence is simply being outside of oneself, 
being in the world with others, finding oneself in a world 
full of objects and tools  essential to one’s own existence.

Heidegger’s late work7 delivers the concept of dwell-
ing: a person is an object residing in a building but not 
living in it. To live means to have a corner, to dwell means 
to build but it has a double meaning. alongside build-
ing as in making buildings there is also building as in 
surrounding with care. These two types of building are 
rooted within the sphere of the word “dwell”. To dwell 
then is to retain a selected place in order to give it some 
sense,  to rip a fragment of space out of anonymity,  to 
give it a name and make it known.

Power over the body

Sigmund Freud8 is the author of the central analysis in 
this field, followed by Michael Foucault9, who claims 
he declared Freud the originator of the repression hy-
pothesis. According to Freud, a fragment of the external 
world was in part disregarded as an object and through 
identification absorbed by ego, so becoming an element 
of the external world known as superego. Superego is an 
element of our “I”, which observes, judges, gives orders, 
threatens. In this interpretation culture is a collection of 
achievements and devices which serve to create global 
order, or to be more specific, in detail: it will protect a 
person from nature and the regulation of interpersonal 
relations. By regulating our relation with nature, culture 
also regulates our personal relation with the nature of 
our own body. To be precise, a collection of customs 
regulates spheres of life such as eating, dressing, sex, 
procreation. The order of culture defines what can be 
done and where. For Freud, ideally productive culture is 

7  Heidegger 2001.
8  Freud 1961.
9  Foucault 1978.
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Fig. 1. Aerial photo of Ostrów Lednicki (photo by W. Rączkowski)

a state of culture in which all the members of the culture 
have internalised an appropriate (for that culture) system 
of values and adhere to it implicitly.

Freud’s idea was developed into a hypothesis of re-
pression by Michael Foucault. According to this hypoth-
esis, culture fulfils a basic repressive function in sup-
pressing drive and forcing people to impose enormous 
constraints upon themselves. The actions of those in 
power in this hypothesis are not kept secret, hidden. 
Power is fulfilled in the role of the Freudian superego.  

Freud differentiated between sex and that which is 
sexual. According to him, that which is sex is directed 
to procreative functions, whereas that which is sexual is 
connected with pleasure. Reflecting the regression hy-
pothesis the relation between power and sex is always 
negative – power always applies rejection, exclusion, re-
fusal, suppression. Power dictates sex rights as a result of 
which sex is subject to a regime of legality and illegality, 
prohibition or permission. There is only one law for sex – 
repression. Sex is to reject pleasure.

Power over memory

According to Pierre Bourdieu10 and Basil Bernstein11 au-
thority, power is connected not only with the posses-
sion of resources for production, but also with access 
to the resources and forms enabling the reproduction 

10  Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992.
11  Bernstein 1973–2003.

of culture, especially in regards to extending the sphere 
of social control. Symbolic control is based on interper-
sonal communication, which arises in contexts where the 
highest level of supervision is possible, for example in 
religious practices or the transmission of knowledge. For 
Pierre Bourdieu, symbolic systems are not simply cogni-
tive tools, but also instruments of control. They are fac-
tors in cognitive integration and as such participate in 
social integration around an arbitrarily imposed order.

Cognitive categories are adapted to the divisions of 
the established order and so to the interests of those 
who govern. The social world is a place of never ending 
battle for legitimate meaning. 

Ostrów Lednicki is the largest of the four islands on 
Lednickie Lake in the Gniezno Plain (Wielkopolskie Prov-
ince, west-central Poland), an area of rolling terrain with 
a maximum height of 115 m amsl, criss-crossed with the 
valleys of numerous lakes (Fig. 1). There is no doubt that 
we experience the Lake Lednickie landscape completely 
differently today than in the past. It is worth noting that 
likewise in the past, the people living in different parts 
of the Ostrów Lednicki area experienced in a completely 
different sensory way too (Fig. 2). This is determined by 
environmental as well as cultural and biological factors. 
And this exactly what Maurice Merleau Ponty termed 
phenomenological reduction. It is generally accepted 
that island’s surface today does not differ to any great 
extent from that in the 10th century as far as form is 
concerned. Then, as now, the island was divided into 
the stronghold section (southern) and the settlement 
outside the stronghold walls (in the north). The high-
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est point was, and still is, located in the stronghold sec-
tion. At 118.56 m amsl, it is on man-made feature on 
the island, that is, on the northern peak of the embank-
ment. The settlement lies a little lower – on a small hill 
at 112–113 m amsl, sloping gently to the north-east. The 
next highest point (113 m amsl) is in the north of the 
island and slopes gently eastwards, though the western, 
north and north-eastern slopes are steep and reach the 
edge of the island.

The shape of the landscape is one of the factors 
permitting the cultural and social creation of borders. 
A visibility analysis for Ostrów Lednicki12, makes the 
reconstruction of social borders possible. This analysis 
revealed that the culturally influenced sensory experi-
ence of the landscape was different for the inhabitants 
of Ostrów Lednicki compared to other open sites lying in 
the surrounding area.

The location and architectural form of the stronghold 
is a factor affecting the privileged sensory participation 

12  Zapłata 2005.

of its inhabitants. It is a privileged spot in terms of the 
range of visibility, that is the number of places – the 
archaeological sites – to be found within sight. At Os-
trów Lednicki there are ten sites within this range: the 
settlements at Dziekanowice, site 13, Imiolki, site 20, 
Lednogora, site 33, Rybitwy, site 12, the stronghold at 
Moraczewo, the east-west bridge, the Główna River and 
the east and west banks (Fig 3). In the Middle Ages differ-
ent worlds of existence were constructed based on the 
senses, here it may have led to the visible sphere, seen 
from a defined position in space being separated from 
that which is invisible, remaining hidden. Being seen and 
able to see are at the same time a particular way of par-
ticipating in culture, a lack of sensory participation places 
the subject beyond a certain world, excluded from par-
ticipating in it. Sensory perception therefore determines 
virtual borders related to socially shaped norms and 
regulations. Between the stronghold at Ostrów Lednicki 
and the places within sight of it cultural participation in 
one world of existence would have taken place. Visual 
relations create a network of connections between par-

Fig. 2. Archaeological sites around Ostrów Lednicki. 1. strongholds; 2. settlements – phase C (or phase C or earlier than 
phase C); 3. points and vestiges of settlements – phase C (or phase C or earlier than phase C); 4. settlements – phase C/D (and 
from earlier and next period); 5. points and vestiges of settlements – phase C/D (and from earlier and next period); 6. settle-
ments – phase D (or later than phase D) (after Zapłata 2005)
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ticular places. The fact that a specific settlement can be 
seen from the stronghold at Ostrów Lednicki also signi-
fies that it has a spatial, cultural control over the settle-
ment, especially as the perspective of seeing the land-
scape from certain open settlements is now different, 
it has changed, become narrower. An inhabitant from 
Dziekanowice, site 13 sees the landscape differently to 
an inhabitant from Lednogóra, site 33. This is also a form 
of extending control over space.  

Sight, as a sense, is one of the elements which shapes 
what we know about the world, or in this case, our 
knowledge of the landscape. Additionally, this knowl-
edge can be supported through travel, being in other 
places as ordinary life continues. In the light of the vis-
ibility analysis, it is possible to assume that the cultural 
knowledge and memories held by inhabitants of the 

stronghold were different from those of the people who 
lived in other settlements, and everyday practices did not 
permit the inhabitants of certain places to participate in 
the world in the same way. The zones that are within 
sight can therefore be treated as specific forms of areas 
for social gatherings. Places within sight and places that 
can be seen are places which make social gatherings pos-
sible. This is then space common to both the stronghold 
and the settlement – for the stronghold at least some of 
the surrounding area of settlements is accessible through 
sensory experience. Sensory perception includes these 
settlements in a time space reality whilst the layout of 
these sites makes it possible for reality to exist in this 
form. The sites – places are not therefore passive ele-
ments of past reality, but places which co-organise the 
cultural landscape. 

Fig. 3. The map of Ostrów Lednicki. 1. the area of Greater Poland under Mieszko the 1st rule; 2. trade routes in the 10th cen-
tury; 3. strongholds (designed by W. Kujawa, from the Collection of the Museum of the First Piasts on Lednica)
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