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By 
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Faculty: Modern Languages and Communications 

 

The present study examines and analyses the relationship between conflicts in the 

macrocosm (world and society) and conflicts in the microcosm (individuals). While 

exploring cultural and political conflicts, and pinpointing the major and influential 

causes of problems, it scrutinizes the individuals’ lives to recognize the existing conflicts 

between characters through the identification and interpretation of signs, symbols and 

metaphors. The selected stories, for this study are On Chesil Beach, Atonement, The 

Innocent and Black Dogs. Using theories of social stratification and sexual politics as a 

framework, the study reveals the omnipresent effect of societal power on people’s 

relationships. Semiotics as a tool assists the reader in identifying any signs related to the 

conflicts in order to recognize meanings hidden beyond words. The selected novels are 

tales of incompatibility, generated by economic inequality, sexual restrictions or 

political power. On Chesil Beach and Atonement are both stories marked by unequal 
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relationships both from class and sexuality. On the other hand, The Innocent and Black 

Dogs are riddled with party (political) domination and sexual conflicts in society. 

Moreover, political challenges to the power in society give rise to other diverse conflicts, 

e.g. the struggle among the victors of the Second World War during the Cold War that 

followed. In the same vein, sexual politics demonstrates that sex is not merely biological 

act but has political implications. The study shows the multi-dimensional aspects of sex, 

demonstrating how women can be oppressed in economic and political terms. The 

oppressive period before the sexual revolution, generates conflicts among people 

particularly the young, which is shown in various ways in the novels. McEwan 

demonstrates how conflicts between humans (microcosm) are metaphors for world and 

social turmoil (macrocosm). The study also shows McEwan’s concern with issues such 

as war, class and sexual conflicts in his novels which mirror his personal life. The 

findings of this study indicate that economic inequalities and political conflicts along 

with sexual restrictions permeate the affluent and powerful who are in a position to 

dominate the impoverished and the powerless, who seem to be easy targets for 

oppression. 
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Kajian ini meneliti dan menganalisis hubungan antara konflik macrocosm (dunia dan 

masyarakat) dan konflik microcosm (individu). Selain daripada  melihat  konflik budaya 

dan politik, dan mencari punca utama yang mempengaruhi masalah tersebut, penelitian 

terhadap kehidupan individu juga dilakukan untuk melihat kesahihan konflik antara 

watak-watak melalui identifikasi dan interpretasi terhadap tanda-tanda, simbol dan 

metafora. Novel yang dipilih, untuk kajian ini ialah On Chesil Beach, Atonement, The 

Innocent, dan  Black Dogs. Rangka kerja kajian ini menggunakan teori stratifikasi sosial 

dan politik seksual, hasil kajian menunjukkan wujud kuasa  terhadap hubungan dalam 

masyarakat. Semiotik digunakan sebagai alat bagi membantu pembaca mengenal pasti 

tanda-tanda yang berkaitan dengan konflik untuk mengetahui makna yang tersembunyi 

di sebalik kata-kata. Novel yang dipilih juga mengisahkan  ketidakserasian, yang 

dihasilkan oleh ketidakseimbangan ekonomi, larangan seksual atau kuasa politik. 

Kedua-dua novel , On Chesil Beach dan Atonement menceritakan tentang hubungan 

yang tidak sama rata bagi  kelas dan seksualiti. Sebaliknya, novel The Innocent dan 
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Black Dogs penuh dengan teka-teki dalam parti (politik) dominasi dan konflik seksual 

dalam masyarakat. Selain itu, cabaran politik untuk berkuasa menimbulkan pelbagai 

konflik lain, contohnya perjuangan antara yang menang dalam perang dunia kedua 

semasa berlakunya perang dingin selepas itu. Dalam nada yang sama, politik seksual 

menunjukkan bahawa seks bukan semata-mata perbuatan biologi tetapi mempunyai 

implikasi politik. Kajian menunjukkan pelbagai dimensi aspek seks, terhadap wanita 

diperlihatkan sebagai penindasan dari segi ekonomi dan politik. Novel yang dipilih juga 

memperlihatkan konflik dikalangan masyarakat terutama golongan muda semasa zaman  

penindasan sebelum revolusi seksual. McEwan menunjukkan bagaimana konflik antara 

manusia (microcosm) merupakan metafora untuk dunia dan kegawatan sosial 

(macrocosm), kajian itu juga menunjukkan keprihatinan mcewan dengan isu-isu seperti 

perang, kelas dan konflik seksual itu adalah mencerminkan kehidupan peribadinya. 

Hasil kajian ini menunjukkan bahawa ketidaksamaan ekonomi dan konflik politik serta 

halangan seksual banyak meresapi golongan kaya dan berkuasa untuk menindas 

golongan miskin dan yang lemah, yang seolah-olah menjadi sasaran mudah untuk 

penindasan. 

 

 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

vii 

�

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Foremost, I would like to express my utmost gratitude to my supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Dr. 

Rosli Talif, for his guidance, patience, encouragement, and continuous support. Without 

his invaluable guidance and thoughtful comments completing this thesis was not 

possible. I am also grateful to Dr. Arbaayah Ali Termizi for reading the text and giving 

insightful comments and suggestions. I would like to thank. Assoc. Prof. Wan 

Roselezam Wan Yahya for her care and attention. It was really impossible to accomplish 

this painstaking task without her attention and encouragement. My sincere thanks goes 

to Mr. Patrick Yeoh and Dr. Guat Eng for their critical comments that helped me to 

broaden and deepen my understanding of thesis writing. I express my special thanks and 

sincere gratitude to my dear husband Dr. Yadollah Abdollahi, for his omnipresent 

support throughout my study. Last but not least I should also thank our dearest friend Dr. 

Pedram Lalbakhsh for all his sincere guidance and comments for the improvement of the 

present thesis.       

 

 

 

 

 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

viii 

�

I certify that a Thesis Examination Committee has met on15 March 2013. to conduct the 
final examination of Mina Abbasiyannejad on her Doctor of Philosophy thesis entitled 
“Socio-Political and Character Conflicts in Ian McEwan’s Selected Novels” in 
accordance with the Universities and University College Act 1971 and the Constitution 
of Universiti Putra Malaysia [P.U. (A) 106], 15 March 1998. The committee 
recommends that the student be awarded the Doctor of Philosophy.  

Members of the Thesis Examination Committee were as follows: 

Shamala Paramasivam, PhD 
Associate Professor 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Chairperson) 
 

Shivani Sivagurunathan, PhD 
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
 (Internal examiner) 
 
Zalina Mohd Kasim, PhD 
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
 (Internal examiner) 
 

Richard Corballis, PhD 
Professor Emeritus 
The School of English and Media Studies 
Massey University, New Zealand 
(External examiner)  
 
 
 

                                                                     
     NORITAH OMAR, PhD 

Associate Professor and Deputy Dean 
School of Graduate Studies 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
 
Date: 23 May 2013 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

ix 

�

This thesis was submitted to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia and has been 
accepted as fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. The 
members of the Supervisory Committee were as follows:  

 

Rosli Talif, PhD 
Associate Professor 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
(Chairperson)  

 

Arbaayah Ali Termizi, PhD 
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Member)  

 

Wan Roselezam Wan Yahya, PhD 
Associate Professor 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
(Member)  

 

 

 

 

 

BUJANG BIN KIM HUAT, PhD 
Professor and Dean 
School of Graduate Studies 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 

 
 Date 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

x 

�

DECLARATION 
 

I declare that this thesis is my original work except for quotations and citations which 
have been duly acknowledged. I also declare that it has not been previously, and is not 
concurrently, submitted for any other degree at Universiti Putra Malaysia or at any other 
institution. 

 

 

 

 

  
MINA  ABBASIYANNEJAD 

                                                                                               

                                                                                            Date: 15 March 2013 

 

  

 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xi 

�

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
DEDICATIONS  …                                                                                            .  ii 
ABSTRACT                                                                                                                 iii 
ABSTRAK                                                                                                                 v 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS                                                                                  vii 
APPROVAL                                                                                                                viii 
DECLARATION                                                                                                          x                                                                                      
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS……………………………………………………     xiv 
 
CHAPTER 

1� INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1�
1.1� Background of the Study 4�
1.2� Statement of the Problem 11�
1.3� Scope of the Study 12�
1.4� Research Objectives 14�
1.5� Significance of the Study 15�
1.6� Methodology 17�

1.6.1� Theoretical Framework............................................................... 18�
1.7� Organization of the Thesis 19�
1.8� Definition of key Terms 20�
1.9� Summary                                                                                                 22�

2� REVIEW OF LITERATURE .............................................................................. 25�
2.1� Introduction 25�
2.2� Reviewing Literature on Social Stratification and Sexual Politics 27�
2.3� McEwan’s Life Reflection on Relationships, Conflicts, and Language 37�
2.4� On Chesil Beach 44�
2.5� Atonement                                                                                                 48�
2.6� The Innocent 54�
2.7� Black Dogs                                                                                                 62�
2.8� Summary                                                                                                 68�

3� METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................... 70�
3.1� Introduction 70�
3.2� Theoretical Framework 71�

3.2.1� Max Weber’s Theory of Social Stratification............................. 71�
3.2.2� Kate Millett’s Theory of Sexual Politics .................................... 74�

3.3� Semiotics as a Tool for Study 77�
3.3.1� A Brief History of Semiotics ...................................................... 79�

3.4� Semiotics and Literature 81�
3.4.1� Charles Sanders Peirce (notion of signs) .................................... 83�

3.5� Procedure of Analysis 87�



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xii 

�

3.6� Summary 89�

4� READING McEWAN’S SELECTED FICTION VIA SOCIAL 
STRATIFICATION .............................................................................................. 92�
4.1� Introduction 92�
4.2� On Chesil Beach 95�

4.2.1� A Brief History of Class in Britain ............................................. 96�
4.2.2� Class Conflict ............................................................................. 99�
4.2.3� Social Status (Lifestyle Distinction) ......................................... 103�
4.2.4� Class Awareness ....................................................................... 105�
4.2.5� Summary ................................................................................... 109�

4.3� Atonement                                                                                               109�
4.3.1� The Socio-economic Background of Britain in the 1930s ....... 110�
4.3.2� Class Conflict ........................................................................... 113�
4.3.3� Social Status (Lifestyle Distinction) ......................................... 116�
4.3.4� Manifestation of Ruling Class Domination .............................. 118�
4.3.5� Class Awareness ....................................................................... 124�
4.3.6� Summary ................................................................................... 128�

4.4� The Innocent 129�
4.4.1� A Short History of the Cold War .............................................. 130�
4.4.2� The Decline of Britain’s Power ................................................ 132�
4.4.3� Mistrustful Relationship between America and Britain ........... 134�
4.4.4� Americanisation (Dominance of American Culture)................ 137�
4.4.5� Signs of Political Conflict (War) as Personal Conflict ............. 141�
4.4.6� Summary ................................................................................... 146�

4.5� Black Dogs                                                                                               147�
4.5.1� Communism as Opposition to Americanisation ....................... 147�
4.5.2� Political and Personal ............................................................... 149�
4.5.3� Symbolic Representation of Class Oppression ......................... 153�
4.5.4� Summary ................................................................................... 156�

4.6� Conclusion: The Effect of Macrocosm on Microcosm 157�

5� READING McEWAN’S SELECTED FICTION VIA SEXUAL POLITICS160�
5.1� Introduction 160�
5.2� On Chesil Beach 161�

5.2.1� History of Sexual Repression before the Sexual Revolution ... 161�
5.2.2� Cultural Restrictions: Sexual Barriers in On Chesil Beach ...... 164�
5.2.3� Sexual Domination within the Family ...................................... 168�
5.2.4� Summary ................................................................................... 172�

5.3� Atonement                                                                                               173�
5.3.1� Marshall as a Symbol of Domination ....................................... 174�
5.3.2� Jack Tallis:  An Iconic Figure of Oppression ........................... 175�
5.3.3� Robbie’s Attitude towards Women .......................................... 176�
5.3.4� Summary ................................................................................... 178�

5.4� The Innocent 178�
5.4.1� A Brief History of Mass Rape during War ............................... 180�



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

xiii 

�

5.4.2� Sexual Violence: Political and Personal ................................... 182�
5.4.3� Summary ................................................................................... 188�

5.5� Black Dogs                                                                                               189�
5.5.1� Sexual Oppression of the Era ................................................... 190�
5.5.2� Rape as a Weapon of Oppression ............................................. 192�
5.5.3� Sexual Violence: Political and Personal ................................... 193�
5.5.4� Summary ................................................................................... 195�

5.6� Conclusion: The Effect of Macrocosm on Microcosm 196�

6� CONCLUSION ................................................................................................... 198�
6.1� Ian McEwan, Cultural and Political Domination, Sexual Politics and 

Semiotics                                                                                               198�
6.1.1� Class Stratification (Structure of Society) ................................ 199�
6.1.2� Economic Oppression and Exploitation through Class Position200�

6.2� Political Spheres (Second World War and Cold War) 201�
6.3� Sexual Politics (Oppression for Domination) 202�
6.4� The Socio-political and the Personal 204�
6.5� The Reflection of Macrocosm on Microcosm 204�
6.6� Recommendations for Future Study 205�

7� REFERENCES .................................................................................................... 207�
8� APPENDIX A: ON CHESIL BEACH ............................................................... 221�
9� APPENDIX B: ATONEMENT ........................................................................... 223�
10� APPENDIX C: THE INNOCENT ...................................................................... 226�
11� APPENDIX D: BLACK DOGS ........................................................................... 228�
12� APPENDIX E: SECOND WORLD WAR ........................................................ 230�
13� BIODATA OF STUDENT ................................................................................. 232�
      LIST OF PUBLICATIONS        233 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SOCIO-POLITICAL AND CHARACTERCONFLICTS IN SELECTED NOVELS OF IAN McEWAN
	ABSTRACT
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	CHAPTERS
	REFERENCES



